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“Grand in scale... Beautiful, vivid, and most of all, 
emotionally gripping... A must for any fantasy-lover’s 
shelf.” 

-JL, Estilo, Author of Saviors of the Sun 


“The book should appeal to readers who want adventure, 
fantasy, magic, compelling world-building, and strong 
characters.” 

-Carolyn R.O., Kevin Anderson and Associates 


“Dripping with imagination and overflowing with 
characters that will pull you deeper with each turn of the 
page, Forsaken is the first in a string of F-words you won't 

be ashamed to speak out loud.” 
-Rob E. Nichols, Author of Absolute Horror 


“You know I sucked in English class... It’s like Kevin 
McAllister got thrown in Lord of the Rings, or Keeping Up 
with the Kardashians but with knives. Family drama on a 
whole other scale... You’re not going to make me read it 
again, are you?” 

-Jordan, son of RKS Hobbs 
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Tales are sung, and stories told 
Of fire’s blood and iron’s cold, 

Of steel and dark and pain and night, 
And the summer’s son and his lady light; 
Of how an angel gained his wings, 
And books and spells and broken things. 
Listen, my child, don’t be afraid- 
This is the tale of a legend made. 


-The Rosenthine Cycle, Verse I 
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A WORD FROM 
KRYSSA 


Before you begin this story, I must warn you first. This is not a tale 
of dashing knights and lovely damsels awaiting rescue. It is not the 
tale of happy endings, with birdsong and rides into the sunset. It 
is a tale of light magic and dark, of dragons and monsters, of heroes 
and villains and the thin line between them. This is the tale of 
being broken, being made stronger, and then being broken again. 
This is a story of heartbreak so great if feels like your chest has 
been hollowed out and scraped clean, like you would never feel 
anything else ever again, and of love so powerful it can make even 
the gods tremble. 

This is not a happy story, but it is our story, and it is the only 
one I know how to tell. 

I am still not sure why Lanya has asked me to begin our tale. 
Perhaps it is because I am the oldest and she thinks my memory 
will be clearer than hers, for all that she knows I have tried to 
forget. Perhaps it is because Brannyn has refused, though I cannot 
blame him if he has. 

Or perhaps it is simply because I was actually there the night 
our destinies first claimed us, demanding that first price, though 
none of us knew it at the time. I have told the others what 
happened, but I am the only one who remembers. Certainly, no 
one else that was in that room now lives to tell it differently, so 
perhaps Lanya is right. Perhaps I should be the one to tell it. 

But before I tell you of the blood, or the violence, or the 
monsters and shadows we grew to know better than ourselves, 
first you must know this: 

Before the darkness descended upon us, we knew that there 
was love. 


PROLOGUE 


MALACHI 


Fallor, Western Valory 
17 Veyshin, 568A.F. 


The moon was bright and full, but it shed no warmth on the 
midwinter night. Snow glistened on the red-tiled rooftops of 
Fallor and glittered on the neat cobblestone streets. Nearly all the 
windows of the buildings were dark, the residents within asleep- 
which was precisely why Malachi had chosen this time of night to 
sneak through it. It wouldn't do for some curious neighbor with a 
wagging tongue to speculate on his intentions early. 

He crept up Tarrow Street cautiously, ducking from shadow 
to shadow. The wooden signs above the doors of the houses 
creaked in the icy breeze, and Malachi shivered, huddling further 
into his cloak. 

If he had stepped into the light of the lanterns lining the street, 
a passerby might have noted that he was very handsome, in a 
brooding kind of way: dark hair, dark eyes, fine-boned features 
and a mouth that rarely smiled. His shoulders were broad, his 
hands calloused from years of hard work. A farmer's son, with the 
tan and the strength to prove it. 

But of course there were no passersby, not at an hour past 
midnight, and Malachi didn't step into the light. Instead, he fixed 
his gaze on one of the hanging signs, a mortar-and-pestle painted 
on a fading blue background. The hallmark ofa healer, though he 
had never been sick a day in his life. The door beneath the sign 
was also painted blue, but he didn't knock on it. He didn't want to 
wake those who lived here, especially not tonight. 

He slipped from the street to the narrow side alley beside the 
house, stepping even more carefully to avoid the frozen, foul- 
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smelling slush that had yet to drain into the town's sewer system. 
He wasn't afraid of injury, but if he fell he might cry out, and he 
had reason to know that the people who lived in the house slept 
very lightly. 

A single window was slightly ajar at the rear of the house, the 
curtain fluttering in the breeze. He headed for it, waiting until he 
was touching the windowsill before he whispered her name. 
"Adelie." 

The curtain twitched and her face appeared, young, beautiful, 
and slightly worried. Her eyes lit up when she saw him, and he 
quickly put a finger to his lips to remind her not to speak. She 
nodded, then opened the window fully. At one time it would have 
made a horrendous screech, but Malachi had taken care of that 
months ago, so tonight it moved soundlessly. 

Adelie handed him a heavy bundle, then expertly clambered 
through the window to join him in the alley. She lifted her hood 
as Malachi closed the window, and they set off wordlessly for the 
street. 

It wasn't until they were on the wide main thoroughfare that 
would take them out of town that Adelie dared to speak, and even 
then, she kept her voice to a whisper. "Did you get everything?" 

"Yeah." Malachi shifted her bundle so he could wrap his cold 
hand around her warm one. "Did you?" 

"I think so." She shivered and her hood fell back, the 
moonlight bleaching the gold from her hair. "Do you think my 
father suspects?" 

"That we intend to elope or that you're pregnant?" 

She bit her lip and glanced over her shoulder. "Either." 

"No." He stopped, drawing her close to drop a kiss on her lips. 
"If he did, I would have found you chained to your bed, and I 
would be on my way to dig my own grave somewhere." 

She still looked worried. "Perhaps we shouldn't do this. I could 
talk to Mama, see if she could get Papa to relent-" 

"It's too late for that," he reminded her. "We can't hide your 
condition much longer, and your father will kill me for sure when 
he finds out. Besides, this was your plan, remember? West to the 
temple to get married, then north until the baby is born. We'll 
find a place to stay for a while, and by the time we come back all 
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will be forgiven." 

"I know. I know I said that, but..." She looked away again, back 
toward the house on Tarrow Street, though it was hidden from 
view by the other buildings. 

Malachi sighed and cupped her chin in his free hand, forcing 
her to look at him. "Estaur." The nickname made her smile as he 
stole a kiss. "You love me, right?" 

"Yes," she whispered breathlessly. Her eyes were dreamy as 
she stared up at him. "Yes, Rava'eth. I love you." 

The look on her face made his blood run hot, but he pushed it 
aside as he lifted her hood, covering her hair once more. "I love 
you, too. So trust me, alright? Everything is going to be fine." 

Adelie nodded as he took her hand, following as he resumed 
walking. 

She didn't look back again. 
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THE MONSTER 
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...Into Desperation born 
Those who came to right the wrongs, 
Whose deeds are now 
Retold in songs... 


-from a crumpled paper found on the desk 
of Empress Celestine IV of Valory 
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CHAPTER ONE 


KRYSSA 


The Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 
19 Vikos, 563A.F. 


The autumn afternoon sunlight was golden as it slanted through 
the window, turning the dust motes to fairy dust. I watched them 
dreamily as my mother brushed my hair. Brannyn played quietly 
with a ball in front of the fireplace as Lanya slept in her basket at 
my feet. 

My mother gasped, the brush stilling on my hair. I squirmed 
on my stool, turning in time to catch her wince as she pressed her 
hands to her swollen belly. "Are you alright, Mama?" 

"I'm fine, dear heart." She smiled at my worry. "Your brother 
or sister is just being more active than usual, that's all." 

I reached out and placed my hand beside hers, grinning in 
delight when I felt a thump. "Tell me again, Mama. About the 
vision." 

"The vision," she murmured. Then her gaze sharpened and her 
voice rose. "Brannyn, stay out of the fire." 

It was a familiar warning. I glanced at my brother as he 
retrieved his ball from the flames. He dusted the ashes from his 
hands and went back to playing. 

I had already lost interest. "The vision, Mama?" 

Her expression softened, her eyes far away as she saw 
something I could not. "It was beautiful, Kryssa. The Gods showed 
me the Grand Design, woven into the Eternal Flame. It was as if 
Destiny Itself spoke into my ear. It was just a small piece of it, 
mind you. Just my place in it. Six children. My children. You were 
all so brilliant I scarcely dared to look." 


RKS HOBBS 


"And I'm one of the six?" 

"Yes, dear heart." She touched my face gently. "You and 
Brannyn and Lanya and the child I now carry, and the ones that 
will come after. You have a great future ahead of you. It is an 
honor to be the Chosen of the Gods." 

"Does that make you Chosen, too, Mama?" 

"Mmm. I suppose it does, in a way." 

I smiled, my mind filled with the dreams my mother had 
painted for me, of being a hero like in the stories she told us before 
we went to sleep at night. 

"Brannyn!" Her voice rose again, the dreamy look vanishing. 
"Out of the fire!" 

My brother pouted as he crawled back out of the flames. 

My mother sighed. "Gods grant me patience as They have 
granted me Faith." 

The prayer was even more familiar than the warning, one she 
often used with us. Though it was aimed at me as often as it was 
my brother, I still felt smug that I wasn't the one misbehaving, and 
smirked. 

Brannyn frowned. "Stop it, Kryssa." 

"I'm not doing anything." 

"Mama, Kryssa's making faces at me!" 

"Am not!" 

Our mother frowned. "Children-" 

The front door opened with a burst of cool air, interrupting 
our growing argument. Brannyn turned faster than I did, his face 
lighting up. "Papa!" 

Brannyn and I raced for the man at the front door. He grinned 
as he saw us, bending to scoop each of us into an arm before 
hoisting us into the air. "Hello, my little demons. Have you been 
good for your mother today?" 

"Yes, Papa," we replied in unison. 

He looked at both of us, then at our mother. "Is that right?" 

"Other than a few mishaps," she agreed. She rose to her feet 
gracefully and walked toward us. "Although Brannyn was playing 
in the fire again." 

"Did he?" He frowned at my brother. "We talked about that, 
didn't we? Fire is dangerous." 
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Brannyn squirmed and looked at the floor. "I just wanted to 
see the pretty pictures." 

"Brannyn." 

"Yes?" 

"Don't do it again." 

He sighed. "Yes, Papa." 

"If only they listened to me as well as they do you," Mama 
murmured, but she was smiling as she leaned between us to give 
our father a kiss. 

"It's a gift," he replied with a shrug, then glanced down. "And 
how are you today?" 

She pressed a hand to her belly. "He's restless today. But the 
Crone says it's a good sign, that the baby is healthy. Or babies. She 
suspects it might be twins." 

"Gods preserve us," my father said. Then he grinned. "Or 
maybe that's Their intent. Fulfill your vision all at once." 

"Perhaps. Though that takes all the fun out of it." Her smile 
was wicked as she leaned in to kiss him again. "Go wash up, 
Rava'eth. Dinner will be ready in a moment." 

"Yes, Estaur." He dropped a careless kiss on the tops of our 
heads, then set me and Brannyn on the floor and went to wash. 


463A.F.- 17 Capad 464A.F. 


That was perhaps my earliest true memory, in the days when light 
and laughter still filled our lives. The days grew shorter and colder 
as our mother grew to term, and on the Longest Night of my fourth 
winter she at last gave birth: twins, just as the Crone had predicted. 
A boy and a girl, who my father introduced as Alyxen and Kylee 
as I peered into their baskets with fascinated curiosity. 

But our father appeared distracted, even afraid, as he watched 
over us in the great room of our small house. He disappeared into 
his bedroom time and again, leaving me to watch my newborn 
siblings as he checked on our mother, still attended by the grim- 
faced village witch known as the Crone. I was too young then to 
understand words like "hemorrhage" or "seizure", but I watched 
my father's face grow more and more drawn as the long night 
dragged on, and I finally understood the meaning of fear. 
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My mother lived, though the Crone warned her there would 
not be a second miracle. I watched them argue from my hiding 
place behind the bedroom door, the shadows of the darkened 
room cloaking my presence. 

"Your body cannot handle another birthing, Adelie," the 
Crone rasped, obviously frustrated. She pressed a copper 
medallion into my mother's hand. "Use the charm." 

My mother gripped the symbol of the Goddess Vanae so 
tightly that her knuckles turned white. "My Faith will protect 
me." 

"Your Faith? You mean this vision of yours?" The Crone shook 
her head. "It's not like the Gods to be so obvious. And Their 
demands never come without cost." 

She lifted her chin defiantly. "The Gods have commanded me 
to have six children. I will not deny Them." 

"Be reasonable, Adelie! Another child will kill you. Whatever 
the Gods intend for your children, I doubt it is for them to be 
raised motherless." 

Adelie shook her head, then flung the medallion across the 
room. It bounced off the wall and landed nearly at my feet in the 
shadow of the door. 

The Crone threw her hands up in defeat. She crossed the room 
to retrieve the medallion, and her glittering black eyes found mine 
in the shadows. 

I braced, thinking she was about to reveal me, knowing I 
would be punished for spying. 

But her expression never changed, and the Crone left without 
a word. 


564-565A.F. 


It seemed my father at least heeded the Crone's warning. I forget 
now what was said, but I remember the tears and pleas, the heated 
arguments behind my parents' closed bedroom door. I remember 
my father swearing, the first time I had ever heard such words, 
and the scolding I received when I repeated them. 

And I remember when my mother at last withdrew into 
herself, silent and sullen, pretending she no longer cared for him. 
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I realize now it was merely a tantrum and would have passed 
in time. Adelie Rose was used to getting what she wanted, and- 
for all that she was a mother of five- she was still very young. But 
her strategy drove my father to distraction, worrying him until he 
was almost mad with it, until he at last gave in. By the twins' first 
birthday her belly had begun to swell again, and laughter had 
returned to our home. 

But my father still worried, fear for my mother's safety 
uppermost in his mind, and that is when Janis came to live with 
us. 

She was a wide, tree trunk-shaped woman, and had been 
friends with my parents since before I was born. In fact, she 
informed me that I had been born in her home, since my parents 
had lived with her in the year before buying our farm. She had 
been recently widowed by an accident at the distant lumber yards, 
and so welcomed the distraction of caring for us as my mother 
spent the long months of her pregnancy confined to bed. 

For our part, we children adored Janis, though it was clear she 
had no idea how to handle us. The twins were just learning how 
to walk, and I daresay she had her hands full chasing after the five 
of us. I learned more swear words in those months, though I 
remembered not to repeat them where my father could hear. 

Summer drew closer, and with it my sixth birthday. I snuck 
into my mother's room nearly every day to press my ear to her 
swollen belly as she fitfully dozed, listening with delight to the 
movements of my unborn sibling. He or she would be the sixth, 
completing my mother's vision, and then at last she would wear 
the Crone's charm. She would be safe, and my father would cease 
to worry, and everything would be perfect. 

I whispered these thoughts to the baby beneath her skin, 
telling him or her of the grand adventures we would have as the 
Gods' Chosen. At some point, Janis would at last catch me, 
scolding me for not letting my mother rest, and then would drag 
me from the room to attend to my chores. 

It seemed then that the Crone's warning had been little more 
than irrational worry. My mother, though irritable from her 
confinement, all but glowed with health. She still spoke of the 
Gods and Destiny and the plans They had for us, all the wonders 
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of her vision that were about to come true. 
And I, but a child then, had believed her. 


13 Llares 565A.F. 


My mother's screams woke me in the dead of night, and my mouth 
flooded with the taste of fear: bile and copper, which no amount 
of water could wash away. Our father fled the house in moments, 
leaving at a dead run for the barn. Several minutes later I heard 
the thundering of hooves as he forced our plow horse Renic into 
a reluctant gallop toward the village. 

The agonized screaming went on and on; no matter how hard 
I tried to cover my ears, I could not escape it. The twins, too young 
to understand, howled in fear, red-faced and inconsolable. Lanya, 
Brannyn, and I did our best to comfort them, but Lanya was also 
crying, and Brannyn was deathly pale. 

Janis opened the bedroom door after what seemed an eternity 
and crooked a finger at me. Her arms looked strange, and I thought 
at first that she was wearing gloves. As she ushered me into the 
muggy, stifling heat of the bedroom and closed the door behind 
us, I realized that it was blood, already drying and flaking from 
her skin. 

The bed was covered in more blood, the sheets nearly black 
with it. I froze in the flickering candlelight, horrified as I 
remembered what the Crone had said about my mother not 
surviving another birthing. "Mama-" 

"Focus, girl," Janis muttered in my ear. "The baby's breech, and 
I can't get it turned. If we don't do something soon, we're going to 
lose them both." 

I gulped, then nodded, and we set to work side by side. I 
followed Janis’ instructions and ignored her half-mumbled prayers 
and curses. Pain flickered over my mother's face, but her screams 
had quieted to groans. 

Janis explained that breech meant the baby was upside down, 
and something had been torn inside. She had tried to turn the 
child herself, but her hands were too large. I did exactly as she told 
me, and, though I was dizzy from the reek of sweat and blood and 
the awful heat, I somehow managed to get the infant turned so 
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that its head would emerge first. 

Only it didn't emerge. Something else was wrong, something 
was holding the baby inside of her. I stumbled back from the bed 
as my mother screamed again, her eyes rolling back in her head as 
she began to spasm. Janis swore, pinning her down by her 
shoulders. Numb with fear, I stared at the blood on my hands. 

My mother's blood. 

My father arrived at that moment, bursting into the room with 
wild eyes, followed closely by the Crone. His eyes passed over me 
quickly, barely acknowledging that I was even there. "Adelie?" 

"We've managed to turn the babe, but something's wrong." 
Janis shot a desperate look at the Crone, ignoring my father. "And 
she's been seizing." 

My father started forward. "Adelie-" 

"No." The Crone took his arm, pointing toward the great room. 
She looked even more tired and brittle than usual, but her gaze 
was steady. "You'll be in the way here. Go tend to your other 
children." 

He hesitated. 

"Go, Malachi," she repeated. 

He went. 

The Crone and Janis set to work, redoubling their efforts. I was 
allowed to stay, and I hovered behind them, unable to see what 
they were doing. My mother's face was pale, her blue eyes blood- 
shot and bruised. I imagined I could see the mark of Sirius upon 
her, that I could feel the approach of the God of the Dead as he 
prepared to collect her soul and lead her to the peace of Ca'erlyssa. 

"He's caught," the Crone said sharply. "I have to-" 

"I know." Janis nodded and handed her something. "Here. Can 
you do it? I can't get my hand-" 

"I see." The Crone made a motion, then hissed through her 
teeth when my mother seized again. "Hold her still!" 

Janis pinned my mother by her shoulders as she spasmed. Her 
eyes were rolled back so only the whites showed, the veins in her 
throat tightly corded as a strange groan rattled in her chest. Then 
the spasm passed, and she went lax, her eyelids fluttering. 

"Push, Adelie," the Crone commanded. "Push now!" 

My mother pushed, one last, horrendous cry ripping from her. 
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The Crone lifted something, something small and still, and turned, 
her eyes gleaming in their sunken sockets. A baby boy lay in her 
arms, smeared with the blood of birthing, his face slack. 

"He's not breathing." Janis swore heatedly as she released her 
hold on my mother and straightened. I think she had forgotten me 
again. "He's not breathing!" 

"Hush. Tend to Adelie." The Crone shooed her away, then met 
my stricken gaze. "Come here." 

I walked forward on legs that felt like lead. The Crone gently 
placed my brother in my arms so that his head was cradled against 
my heart. Neither of us heeded the blood. 

He's so warm, I thought, staring at his tiny, composed face. He 
looked as if he were asleep, but I knew even then that babies 
weren't supposed to be born sleeping. The last of the Chosen. The 
words echoed in my mind, but they seemed strange. They didn't 
feel like my thoughts. 

I looked up at the Crone, afraid. 

"Wake him," she said simply. 

I swallowed. The Crone stared at me, waiting. Janis was 
helping my mother drink something out of a small glass vial, her 
voice soothing as she promised the pain was past. The room 
smelled like sweat and terror and imminent death, and my mouth 
was filled with the taste of blood. I realized I had bitten through 
my lip in fear. 

I could feel my brother's heart beating, weak and fluttering, 
through my palm on his back. It echoed like thunder in my head. 

"Wake up," I whispered. 

He didn't stir. 

I closed my eyes, my forehead dropping to touch his. I had 
spoken to him for months through the walls of my mother's skin, 
had loved him since the first time I had felt his movements. Please, 
I begged silently. Please wake up. Come back to me. 

His heart beat, once, twice. The whole world fell silent, 
holding its breath 

And then he let out his first, piercing cry. 

I smiled, opening my eyes with relief, the dim room sparkling 
in my vision as tears slid down my cheeks. Janis bustled over to 
me, beaming. She lifted my brother from my arms, murmuring the 
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nonsense women always speak to babies as she turned away to 
clean him up. 

"Well done," the Crone rasped. 

I nodded, unable to speak. 

The door burst open again, crashing loudly against the wall. I 
spun, startled. My father filled the doorway, looking more than 
half-mad. The Crone merely looked at him, then slowly shook her 
head. 

He gulped, hard, then staggered to the bed, sinking to his 
knees at my mother's side. He brushed the sweat-drenched hair 
from her forehead with shaking fingers. "Estaur." 

She opened her eyes, struggling to focus on him. "Rava'eth." 
She tried to lift her head but could not. "Our child...?" 

He glanced at me helplessly. He had not bothered to check on 
the baby. 

I moved to stand beside him. "It's a boy, Mama. He's fine." 

"A boy." She smiled and weakly lifted her hand. He took it and 
clutched it to his cheek. "Reyce, I think." 

My father nodded, his eyes bright with tears. "It's a good 
name." 

Her glassy eyes sharpened for a moment, focusing on me. 
"You'll take care of them for me, won't you, Kryssa? Promise me 
you will." 

I think now that if she had known what was to come, if she 
had realized the enormity of the burden she was placing on me, 
she would not have asked. But she was delirious from the blood 
loss and drugged against the pain, and I was only a terrified child, 
watching my mother die. What else could I have said? 

"Yes, Mama." I nodded and swiped at the tears on my cheeks. 
"I will. I promise." 

She closed her eyes. "That's my good girl." 

"Adelie." My father's voice broke. "Please don't do this. I need 
you." 

"Malachi." She smiled at him, but her eyes were blind. I sensed 
a presence like a great shadow, felt it gently taking her away. "I 
love you." 

"Adelie, no, don't leave me! Adelie!" 

But she was already gone. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


KRYSSA 


The Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 
14 Llares 565A.F. 


It did not rain the day we buried our mother. I remember thinking 
that it should, that it wasn't fair that the whole world wasn't 
weeping with us. But the sky remained painfully blue, the sun 
blazing down as our father gently lowered our mother into the 
grave he had dug for her beneath the ancient Teminar tree that 
grew outside our front door. 

We waited for long minutes, but he didn't try to stand, or to 
cover her. He merely sat, staring at our mother's cold, still face, 
until at last Janis picked up the shovel. She filled the grave in with 
soft dirt until our mother was finally hidden from view, but even 
then, our father didn't move. 

I watched in silence, Reyce sleeping fretfully in my arms. 
Lanya stood beside me, holding the hands of the twins, and 
Brannyn stood just behind me, close enough that I could hear his 
quiet sobs. 

When Janis was finally finished, we stood in silence, our heads 
bowed as if in prayer. But I didn't pray. The Gods had taken my 
mother from me, killing her with her own vision, and I hated 
Them for it. I no longer cared about the dreams of being special or 
Chosen, no longer cared about having some grand destiny. I was 
sad and angry and wanted my mother- and she was dead. 

Janis began to sing, her voice broken and off-key as tears 
streamed down her cheeks. 

"Wind, wind, blow me down, 

Cast my ashes all around. 
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Rain, rain, fall on me, 

Drown me and my misery. 

The light has gone away, 

And I am left alone, afraid. 

So rain, rain, cry on me- 

I will never be free. 

"This wind and rain that bring me down 

Are all the hope I've ever found, 

And ashes fall all around 

As I lie here without a sound. 

"Oh, rain, rain, wash away 

My pain; take it far, I pray. 

And wind, wind, blow me high 

So my ashes touch the sky. 

And sun shine down on me 

So I may finally be free- 

"At last, [ am finally free." 

My father sobbed brokenly as Janis' voice trailed off. She 
turned away, her hands wiping futilely at her tears, and motioned 
us inside, leaving our father alone to mourn. 


565A.F.-566A.F. 


It is a sad truth that, in the aftermath of great pain, it is in our 
nature to seek out the darkness, for we think that we will find 
healing there. But it is in the darkness that we forget there was 
ever light, and grow shriveled and ugly in the shadows where we 
cannot be seen, twisted into something horrifying in the wake of 
our tragedies. 

Certainly, that is what happened to Malachi Rose. 

Only Brannyn and I were old enough to remember what our 
father was like before the madness took him. The others 
remembered nothing of the happiness we had when our mother 
was alive, of the joy and laughter that had filled our home before 
it became a prison. They did not remember when our father had 
loved us. They only remembered him as the monster he became. 

It took years to build to that point, of course. In the days 
following our mother's death, Malachi continued to sit by her 
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grave, refusing to eat or sleep or speak. His eyes were dead and 
empty when we approached him, his face slack as he stared 
through us. He frightened us, and so we avoided him. I think now 
that it was probably his wish to die there, to be buried beside his 
Adelie, but he lacked the courage or the energy to take his life by 
violent means, and so thought to achieve it by apathy. If it was not 
for Janis’ stubbornness in finally forcing him to eat, I think he 
would have succeeded. 

Even now, I am not sure if that wouldn't have been better. 

Within a week, it became apparent to Janis that Malachi's 
despair would take longer to overcome than our farm could afford, 
and so she stepped into his place, ordering about our two hired 
farmhands and running our home in her brisk, efficient manner. 
She was a strong woman with a forcible personality, and I loved 
her, though it was tinted with resentment. I missed my mother, 
and I didn't want anyone to replace her, though Janis never truly 
tried. It was not until I was much older that I could at last 
appreciate the enormity of the choice she had made, but by then 
it was far too late to thank her for it. 

The days dragged into months. Father didn't move. Janis ran 
the farm. Brannyn and I learned to chop wood and wash laundry 
as Lanya watched over the mischievous twins and our infant 
brother Reyce. The wheat and corn grew tall in the fields, and in 
the autumn the farm hands harvested it. Janis paid them and took 
what was leftover of our store to the nameless village a mile down 
the road to sell. 

Then winter arrived, harsh and bitter. Somehow, Janis 
managed to force our father into the house before he froze to 
death. He stank so badly it made my stomach clench, but Janis 
insisted that I help her bathe him. We washed him as if he were a 
child, scrubbing months of grime from his skin. We had to change 
his bath water three times, but at last he was finally clean, if no 
less starved and broken. His eyes were empty and lifeless as she 
dried him off and dressed him again, staring through me as I 
burned his filthy clothing in the fireplace. 

Janis led him to his bed, and he remained for the rest of the 
winter, apathetic and catatonic, until spring finally came, and the 
snow melted. He returned in the middle of the night to our 
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mother's grave, and Janis was left to continue running our farm 
and our lives with her firm, confident hand. 


12 Davael 566A.F. 


The summer I turned seven, Janis began teaching us how to read. 
Our parents had never bothered with our education; they both 
knew how to read, and probably thought we would simply pick it 
up in time. But Janis had been a scholar once, at a small university 
outside of Val Estus, and she confessed to me one night that she 
found ignorance and illiteracy repulsive, even in children. 
And so it was at her knee that we first learned of our world, and 
of the forces that had created it. We gathered around her to listen 
in rapt silence, our eyes and minds open and curious. 

"Once, there was only Destiny and the Darkness.'" Janis' face 
was softer in the light from the fireplace, and she stroked Lanya's 
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hair as she read from the heavy, dusty book. Book of the Sun 
Children was etched in peeling gold lettering upon the spine. 
"The Darkness wanted to leave the void silent, but Destiny 
created lights to banish it.'" She glanced up. "Brannyn, what are 
the names of the lights that Destiny created?" 

"The sun, the moon, and the stars," he recited dutifully. 

"Very good." She held up the book so we could gaze at the 
illustration of those lights, drawn as if set in stained glass. My 
fingers itched to trace them. She set the book back in her lap and 
started to read again. "The Darkness took the Stars and the Moon, 
and bound them to Night, to punish Destiny for trying to banish 
it. Destiny wept, and five tears fell and became Worlds, locked in 
a Circle.'" She looked at me. "Kryssa, what are the names of the 
five worlds?" 

"Ca'erdylla!" Lanya piped up before I could answer. 

Janis smiled at her, and I felt strangely jealous of her obvious 
favoritism. "Yes, my dear, Ca'erdylla, which is our world." She 
glanced back at me. "What are the others?" 

"Well, there's Ca'erlyssa, where Mama went when she died." 
I counted them off on my fingers. "And the Realm of the Gods, 
and the place where bad people go when they die, and... and..." I 
struggled to remember, flushing with shame when I couldn't. "I'm 
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"Ca'erolne," Janis reminded me. "The world below ours." 

"Ca'erolne," I repeated. 

"And what sets our world apart from the others?" 

"Magic!" Brannyn said quickly. "And dragons!" 

She raised a brow. "Half-right. Ca'erolne also supposedly has 
dragons, but it is our magic that sets us apart from the other 
worlds. Destiny gave us magic by utilizing the six sacred Elements. 
Do you know what they are?" 

"Fire," he answered immediately. 

"And water," I added, not willing to be outdone. 

"And the others?" Janis asked patiently. 

"Uh..." Brannyn and I looked at each other blankly. "Fire and 
water, earth and air, light and dark." She showed us another 
picture in the book. "Six Elements in perfect balance with each 
other. Everything in our world was created from them, and all 
magic stems from them, in one way or another." 

"How can dark be an Element?" I asked, making a face. "I 
thought the dark was bad." 

"The Darkness is not the Element of Dark," Janis said, though 
it was obvious she wasn't sure how to explain. "The Darkness 
exists with Destiny outside of our sight or comprehension. The 
dark is what we can see, and it's not bad. The night isn't evil, it's 
just the end of the day. Shadows follow us our whole lives. It's not 
the same." 

"Why didn't they give it a different name, then?" 

She hesitated, then shook her head. "I don't know. Maybe one 
day you will find out. May I continue with our lesson?" 

I shrugged. "I guess." 

"Thank you. 'Destiny then created Gods, to watch over the 
Worlds.' The first Gods it created were called...?" 

"The Elder Gods!" Brannyn grinned. "They created the First 
Race, but then they turned evil, and-" 

"Thank you, Brannyn. Please don't skip ahead. 'The Elder 
Gods became evil, corrupted by the Darkness, as did the First Race. 
Only Diona, the Goddess of the Stars, was unaffected, and she 
created the Mortal Races to fight the Darkness." She glanced at 
our upturned faces. "Lanya, can you tell me what these races 
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"Um, Men?" She frowned, concentrating. "And Elves, and- 
and- Dwarves!" 

"Very good, Lanya." She smiled and stroked my sister's hair. 
"And whom did Destiny create to look after these new mortals?" 

"The Younger Gods!" I answered eagerly. It was my favorite 
part of the story. "And They created the Great Warriors who 
started the War of the Gods and defeated the Elder Gods and saved 
the world!" 

"Kryssa." Janis leveled me with a stare. "You know better than 
to interrupt. It's rude." 

I bowed my head. "Sorry." 

"Brannyn, can you tell me the names of the seven Younger 
Gods?" 

He swallowed, glancing at me. He could never remember all 
Their names. "Um... Yrisa?" 

"And She is what?" 

"The- the Goddess of Life?" 

"Very good. Who else?" 

"Sirius. Um, He's the God of the Dead. And Naitre, Goddess of 
Love, and- and-" He flushed and looked at the floor. "I'm sorry, 
Janis. I can't remember." 

She sighed. "This is important, children. The Younger Gods 
protect us and care for us. Our Faith keeps them pure, so that they 
don't become evil like the Elder Gods." 

"Janis?" I asked, unable to stop myself. "What is evil?" 

She hesitated. "Evil is... complicated. When you do something 
bad that you know is bad, that is evil." 

"What if I do something bad that I don't know is bad? Am I 
still evil?" 

She shifted, uncomfortable. "This is not our lesson today. 
Today I want to know about the Younger Gods." 

"But-" 

"No." Her expression hardened. "Now tell me the names and 
titles of the Younger Gods." 

I sighed. "Yrisa, Goddess of Life. Sirius, God of the Dead. Rina, 
Goddess of Justice and Balance. Palata-" 

"Palata is the God of Peace!" Lanya smiled at me, thinking she 
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was helping me. 

"Very good, Lanya." Janis stroked her hair again. 

I felt a surge of childish resentment and glared at my sister. 

Janis turned back to me. "And the others?" 

"Vanae, Goddess of Beauty and Fertility. Armas, God of Beasts 
and Guardian of the Wilderness. And Naitre, Child-Goddess of 
Love." 

"And of all the Younger Gods, who is the most powerful?" 

"Naitre." I hugged my knees to my chest. "Even the Elder Gods 
were afraid of her." 

"And why is that?" 

"She's the most fickle and requires the most attention. That's 
why we worship Her at every holiday and before every meal." 

"What happens to those who don't worship Her?" Lanya 
asked, wide-eyed. 

"She breaks their heart," I said before Janis could answer. "She 
makes them like Papa." 

There was a moment of tense silence. Brannyn drew in a 
breath, and I braced for a scolding. Tears burned my eyes as I 
stared fixedly at the floor, wishing for my mother. 

A calloused hand cupped my chin, firmly lifting my face. I had 
expected Janis to be angry, but when my eyes met hers, all I saw 
was sympathy. 

"Your mother served the Gods better than most," she 
murmured. "It is a hard thing, to follow the demands of our Faith. 
Even harder if it means sacrificing ourselves. Your mother loved 
you- all of you- enough to judge the cost worth it." 

I shook my head. "She died because the Gods lied to her. They 
told her she was special. That we were Chosen." 

"Kryssa..." She sighed and leaned back in her chair. "It's not 
our place to question the Gods, even if we don't understand why 
They do things. We must have Faith. But... if you truly are Their 
Chosen, then I pray They are gentler with you than They were 
with Adelie." 

I stared at her, my throat suddenly dry with fear. Mama was 
Chosen, too. The Gods gave her the vision, then killed her with it. 
She was special, and now she’s dead. What will They do to us? 
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Harvest came, and the return of winter. Father was led back inside 
the house, shaking and frail. He scarcely looked human: gaunt, 
hollow-eyed, his face so bearded and dirty he could have been 
mistaken for a week-buried corpse. Janis and I bathed him as 
before, then burned his clothes. He was even more listless than he 
had been the first time, and Janis had to all but carry him into his 
bed. She worried over him for weeks after, but there was little she 
could do. 

We spent the next two years this way, watching our father 
become a living ghost as Janis raised us without his help. She 
continued educating us, though she grew frustrated with our 
questions as we got older. The twins were old enough now to join 
our lessons, and their mischievous antics and constant questions 
were enough to make her despair of teaching us anything. But 
somehow she managed to teach us the basics of mathematics, 
geography and history as well as our religion. 

In my ninth winter, Janis grew ill, developing a deep cough 
that wouldn't abate. It was left to me to tend to her and Papa as 
best I could, but I watched her grow weaker as the long winter 
months dragged on. 

Spring was halted by a late winter snowstorm. The night it 
struck, she developed a fever, complaining of cold and chills 
though she burned beneath my touch. By the third day she no 
longer spoke to me, only to the hallucinations brought on by her 
fever, her voice high and childish. 

On the fifth day, she slipped into a sleep I could not wake her 
from, and I was forced to seek out the Crone. 

I had never left the farm before, and the ride on our plow- 
horse Renic was both terrifying and exhilarating. The enormous 
trees were heavy with snow, the road nearly waist deep with it. 
The entire world was eerily silent, and I thought my heart would 
beat out of my chest as I slowly made my way along the road to 
the village. 

The Crone's house was decrepit, shutterless windows dark and 
menacing. It appeared almost sinister, perched on the edge of the 
nameless village, ready to devour the unwary. If not for my love 
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of Janis, I would have fled at the sight of it. But I did not, and I 
forced myself up the rotting steps to the front door and knocked 
timidly. Then I waited, listening to the wind wail through the 
clawing branches of the trees that loomed too close to her home. 

After several long, drawn out minutes, the door opened. I 
stared up at the expressionless face of the Crone, my mouth dry 
with terror. 

"Do you have payment?" she rasped. 

"I- I-" I swallowed, mustering my courage as I held out a 
handful of copper coins. "Janis is sick. She won't wake up." 

She took the money, her fingers icy as they brushed against 
mine. "Let me gather my things." 

It didn't take her long to get ready, and soon we were on our 
way back to the farm. The Crone rode her tired grey gelding, 
Teodore, who followed behind Renic as we slogged through the 
path we had made to her door. 

Though the journey home was faster, it was no less miserable. 
The light was fading quickly, and the temperature had 
plummeted. An icy wind sprang up, sending probing fingers 
beneath my cloak. I was unbearably cold by the time I saw the 
lights of our house, my hands and face numb with it. 

Brannyn came out to take the horses, leading them to the barn 
as I staggered inside. The Crone was right behind me, and she 
immediately went into Janis' room and shut the door. Lanya took 
my arm and led me to the fire, pulling my snow-crusted cloak and 
replacing it with a warm blanket. Though it was painful at first to 
regain sensation in my hands and chilled feet, I was soon warm 
again, and managed to fall into a doze as the others went to bed. 

The Crone emerged from Janis' room around midnight, 
waking me. I watched as she briefly checked on my father, then 
she joined me by the fire, sinking into a chair with a weary sigh. 

"You can't heal her, can you," I whispered. It was not a 
question, and I did not expect her to answer. I had no doubt she 
could feel the steady approach of the God of the Dead, just as I did. 

"Someone told me once that death is a blessing," she 
murmured after a moment. "It's supposedly the Gods' way of 
telling us that our lives have been well-lived. There is supposed to 
be comfort in the knowledge that their suffering has ended, that 
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they will be at peace in heaven." 

I stared at her. She didn't sound as if she believed it. "Is that 
true?" 

She shrugged. "I don't know. I have often thought it was little 
more than a pretty sentiment to comfort the grieving. I have never 
known death to bring peace, only more pain." 

I nodded slowly, thinking of Papa. 

The Crone looked at me, a strange emotion in her eyes, but it 
was gone before I could decipher it. "Life is fragile, little Rose. Be 
sure to treasure it before it is gone." 

I didn't understand the warning in her words, not then. But 
her tone made me shiver nonetheless, and I fell silent, no longer 
sleepy. We continued to sit, side-by-side, watching the fire burn 
down as the long night passed. 

Janis died in the morning. 
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“Kryssa, why do people die?” 

I paused in the act of brushing Lanya's hair. It had become our 
routine in the evenings for me to comb the snarls from its long 
golden length, and I sat in a chair as she knelt before me in front 
of the fireplace. 

The others ceased whispering, growing still on their pallets as 
they waited for my answer. I could feel their eyes on me, the 
weight of their stares making my tongue clumsy. 

"I- I, um..." I swallowed, trying to forget the memory of Janis' 
still face as I had buried her beside our mother. It had taken me 
two days to dig the grave, and my hands had blistered and bled 
from both the effort and the cold. The scars had yet to fully fade. 
I had wondered if Father would finally wake from his madness 
now that we were entirely alone, but when the weather had 
finally allowed him to return to Adelie's side, he hadn't even 
noticed there were two graves now beneath the Teminar tree, 
instead of one. 

Why did people die? What purpose could it possibly serve? 
Was there even such a place as Ca'erlyssa? Did those we love truly 
look down on us from paradise, happy and free as they waited to 
be reborn? Or was death simply the Gods' way of laughing at us 
for being weak and pathetically mortal? 

"Kryssa?" Lanya turned to look at me over her shoulder. 
"What's wrong?" 

"Nothing." I shook my head and turned her back around so I 
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could keep brushing her hair. "I don't know why people die. They 
just do." 

"I know why!" Alyxen piped up, his voice high with 
excitement. "I read it in a book!" 

I glanced over at him, unsurprised to see him sitting up in the 
middle of his pallet, his blanket drawn around his shoulders like a 
cape. "Which one?" I had only read a small handful of the two 
trunks of books Janis had brought with her, but Alyxen had all but 
devoured them. I didn't know if Janis' books were meant to be read 
by a six-year-old, but it kept him quiet and out of trouble, so I 
didn't stop him. 

"It's called Tales of the First Race." Alyxen bounced with 
excitement. He was a natural storyteller and loved to be at the 
center of attention. "It's about the Elder Gods and the people they 
created before us. Before mortals, I mean." 

I resumed brushing Lanya's hair. "Will you tell us the story, 
dear heart? We'd love to hear it." 

"Well, once the world had only the Old Gods. The Elder Gods, 
I mean. And they were good once, not evil like they are now. They 
got the world right after Destiny made it. But there weren't any 
people here yet, just dragons and syrens and so on. So the Old Gods 
got together and made the first people. They called them the 
Golden Ones." 

"Like me?" Lanya tried to turn her head, and I put my hand on 
it to hold her still. "Mama said I was her golden one." 

"That's just what your name means. These Golden Ones were 
actually made of gold. Or at least their skin was. The pictures show 
them as really shiny. Anyhow, since the Elder Gods created them 
all together, they were able to make them immortal." 

"What's 'immortal'?" Reyce asked. I had thought he was 
asleep, but a glance back revealed him to be propped up on his 
elbows, blinking owlishly at his brother. Reyce could never resist 
Alyxen's stories, no matter how tired he was. 

"It means you never, ever die," I explained. 

"Never? That's a long time." 

"Yes, dear heart. Now let Alyxen finish his story." 

"So the Golden Ones and the Old Gods were really closely 
connected because of creating them and all," Alyxen continued. "I 


23 


RKS HOBBS 


don't remember all of their names, but there was one- Ezio, I 
think- who secretly turned evil. The Darkness got him. And he 
corrupted the others, so they all turned bad." 

"Why were they bad?" Reyce interrupted. "What makes a god 
evil?" 

"I don't really know." I sensed more than saw Alyxen shrug. 
"But they wanted to turn this world into another Ca'ersenta." 

I shivered. Ca'ersenta was the world of the damned, a hell 
filled with monsters and evil people. I tried to imagine our fields 
filled with demons and was glad that I could not. 

"Because the Gods turned evil, the Golden Ones became evil, 
too. That's when they started being called the Twisted Ones. They 
stopped being pretty, too, but I think that happened later. 
Anyway, there was one god who didn't turn bad-" 

"Diona, Goddess of the Stars." Kylee's voice sounded bored. 
"We've all heard that story." 

"Let him tell it, Kylee." I set the brush down, ignoring the 
sounds of a brief scuffle behind me, and began to braid. "Go on, 
Alyxen." 

"So Diona decided to create more races, to help fight the 
Darkness." He sounded smug; I guessed he had won the skirmish 
with his twin. "But the goddess was all alone when she made them. 
She couldn't make them immortal. And they were all messed up." 

"Messed up how?" Reyce asked. 

"Well, she made Elves and gave them all this powerful magic, 
but they were too scared to use it. So then she made Dwarves and 
gave them strength, but all they cared about was using their 
strength to build cities and mine for gold. So then she made Men 
and gave them knowledge, but they only wanted to use it to start 
wars and conquer the land. And each race she made died quicker 
than the last. She thought she had failed, so she asked Destiny to 
unmake the world." 

"Unmake? Like destroy it?" 

"Yeah, and start over. But Destiny told her it was alright that 
we were messed up. It told her that immortality, like what the 
Golden Ones had, was wrong. We needed to die." 

"Why?" Lanya twisted to look at him, and I shifted on my chair 
so I could finish her braid. 
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"Because souls need to be reborn. Ca'erlyssa was created with 
the rest of the worlds as a place for souls to go while they wait to 
be reborn. But no one on Ca'erdylla was dying, so Ca'erlyssa 
started to die instead." 

I paused, frowning, and glanced at him. "Are you sure that was 
what the book said, Alyxen?" 

He nodded. "Yeah." 

"How can a world die?" 

"The worlds need souls. Without them, the worlds die. All the 
worlds, not just Ca'erlyssa." 

It made no sense to me, but then neither did death. Or the 
Gods. Or Destiny, for that matter. I shook my head, finished 
Lanya's braid, and tapped her to let her know I was done. 

She turned around, resting her arms on my knees. "Do you 
think that's the reason we die, Kryssa?" 

I stared at her, thinking again how much she looked like our 
mother. "I think there's a reason we live. I'm still not sure about 
death." 

She nodded, satisfied by my answer, and yawned. I watched 
as she crawled into her pallet beside the twins, sharing Kylee's 
blanket. I set about banking the fire, and after a few minutes I 
heard the deep measured breathing that told me everyone else was 
asleep. 

But I remained awake for a long time, staring into the embers 
as I thought about death. 


7 Davael 569A.F. 


The Crone came to visit us six months after Janis' death, riding up 
to our house one morning in a rickety cart that should have shaken 
itself to pieces on the rutted road. She took one look at Malachi 
and left again without a word. 

I watched her drive away, one hand absently pressed to my 
cramping stomach. Without Janis to pay them, the farm hands had 
left. The fields lay fallow and our stores were gone, and so all we 
had to eat was what we managed to scavenge from the overgrown 
vegetable garden and the forest. Though I let my brothers and 
sisters eat more than I did, their faces had grown lean. The 
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upcoming winter filled me with dread, so I tried not to think of it. 

The Crone returned a few hours after noon, just as the sky was 
darkening with a late summer storm. I had been shelling the wild 
peas I had found that morning on the front steps, but I stopped as 
she drew up, rising slowly to my feet as Brannyn walked over to 
help her dismount. 

Kylee ran out of the house toward the Crone's gelding, and I 
darted forward to catch her. She turned her pixie face up to me, 
smiling brightly. "Kryssa, it's Teodore! Can I pet him?" 

I nodded, and, once I was sure she wouldn't spook him, let her 
stroke the horse's soft nose. I kept my eyes on the Crone as my 
sister cooed, watching as she slowly walked toward our father. He 
barely acknowledged her, even when she called out. The sun 
blazed down on them as clouds rolled across the sky, threatening 
to smother the light at any moment. 

The distant rolls of thunder and the rising wind drowned out 
whatever she might have said, but I saw the look on his face 
change as he finally looked at her. She drew something out of her 
pocket and offered it to him, something that gleamed in the dying 
light. A vial. My father stared at it for a long moment 

At last, he reached out to take it, his hand shaking and skeletal, 
his eyes burning with a desperate hope in their sunken sockets. 

A sense of foreboding struck me, so hard my throat sealed 
shut, trapping the screams in my head. I couldn't breathe, couldn't 
speak. The world spun sickeningly around me. I knew. 

He's holding poison. 

Kylee gasped and clung to me in sudden fear. Brannyn's face 
turned white, his hands fisting at his sides. Inside the house, Reyce 
began to cry. 

And Malachi drank the Crone's offering. 

There was no immediate change, and yet... everything was 
different. The clouds finally swallowed the sun, plunging the 
world into unnatural twilight as Malachi gave the Crone back the 
empty vial. She placed it in her pocket, then walked back to her 
cart. Brannyn didn't offer to help her into the seat, merely stared 
at her as she hefted herself up on her own. 

Her gaze met mine for a moment. I thought I saw guilt, or 
maybe shame, in her worn, wrinkled face. But then she looked 
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away and pulled on Teodore's reins, clucking to him. The gelding 
sighed and started down the narrow road to the village. 
I stared after her for long minutes, filled with fathomless 
dread, until the sky rumbled again and the rain at last began to 
pour. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


KRYSSA 


The Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 
17 Vikos 569A.F. 


The Crone returned every day for months, feeding Malachi more 
of those awful, swirling potions in small glass vials. Their smell 
was sickly sweet, lingering like a cloud around him as he watched 
her leave with burning eyes. My dread deepened as I watched the 
spark of animosity appear in his dark eyes, his apathy gradually 
vanishing into an almost tangible anger. 

And then came the day my father woke from his state of 
despair. 

We were sitting at the supper table, eating the thin stew Lanya 
had managed to make for our supper, when the door opened. We 
looked up, stunned, as he staggered inside. 

"A bath." His voice was rough and rasping from disuse. "Fetch 
the water." 

We didn't move. 

Father's expression darkened. "Now." 

Brannyn and I rushed to fetch buckets, carting water pumped 
from our well into the house. Lanya had pushed the others into 
the kitchen and dragged the heavy tub to the middle of the floor. 
Then she backed away, protecting the twins and Reyce from our 
father's menacing glare. 

We made trip after trip to the well, our backs and shoulders 
aching under the strain of the heavy buckets, our legs burning as 
we hurried as fast as we dared. The water level slowly rose, and 
with it Father's anger. I could see it building in the coiled muscles 
of his shoulders, the pulsing vein in his forehead, but there was 
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nothing I could do to stop it. 

And then he struck me. 

At first, I was too stunned to even feel the blow. I stumbled 
back, tripping over my own feet, the buckets tumbling from my 
hands to spill water across the floor. Wide-eyed, I stared up at him 
as pain bloomed across the side of my face. Tears sparkled in my 
vision until they all but blinded me. 

"It's your fault she's dead," he whispered, the words grating 
and harsh in the abrupt silence. "Worthless bitch. You killed her. 
You killed my Adelie." 

My breath caught. "Papa, no, I-" 

"Shut up!" The second blow knocked me to the floor and 
flooded my mouth with the taste of blood. Tears streamed down 
my cheeks, though I scarcely noticed. Panic, fear, survival- all of 
these were rushing through me, and all I could think of was that I 
needed to run, to hide until his rage faded. 

Then I lifted my head and saw Brannyn. He stood frozen in 
the doorway, the buckets dangling uselessly from his hands. In the 
instant that our eyes met, I heard his thoughts as though they were 
my own, brilliant red, filled with fury. 

IT] kill him. 

No. Fear for myself vanished. I looked to where Lanya 
cowered in the kitchen, her face white as the others peered around 
her. Protect them. 

It happened in a moment, this understanding between us, and 
his guilt and relief and impotent fury flooded me as he gave in to 
my will. His jaw was clenched, his eyes still uncertain, but he set 
down the buckets and ushered the others into what had been Janis' 
room. His eyes met mine one more time before he closed the door 
and locked it, leaving me alone with Malachi. 

I took a deep breath and stood. 

I do not remember all of the names my father called me, nor 
the number of times he swung, though he mostly missed, his eyes 
too unfocused to see me clearly. Suffice it to say that he blamed 
everyone for my mother's death, for taking his Adelie away from 
him. He blamed Reyce, of course, and the twins, for making her 
too weak to withstand my brother's birthing. He blamed Janis for 
not doing enough, and the Crone for arriving too late. He blamed 
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Lanya for resembling her, and Brannyn for possessing her smile. 
He even blamed the Gods and cursed the vision that had made her 
seek her own death. 

But, most of all, he blamed me. It was because of me that he 
had been forced to come to this gods-forsaken place, so far from 
the healers that might have saved her. It had been my hands that 
had been covered in her blood when he had entered her room the 
night of her death. My mere presence had been a curse, dooming 
her. He screamed that I had let her die to save Reyce, shrieked in 
a broken voice that he would never forgive me. 

His star was dead, and his world was darker for it. 

And then, abruptly, it was over. Malachi sagged as the 
emotions drained from him. He crumpled in on himself, weak and 
weary, full of remorse and piteous tears. 

It frightened me more than his rage. 

In the end, I resorted to treating him as Janis had, as if he were 
a small child in the aftermath of a tantrum. I bathed him, 
scrubbing months of filth from his skin as the water turned black. 
I trimmed his hair and shaved his beard and dressed him in clean 
clothes, throwing his soiled garments in the fireplace to burn. He 
wept through it all. At last, I led him to his bed, and he sighed as 
he curled up beneath the coverlet, whispering my mother's name 
like a prayer as he fell immediately asleep. 

I stared at him for a long moment, then limped from his room 
to ours and wearily tapped on the door. "Brannyn, it's me." 

He jerked it open. His face reflected all the pain that lurked 
somewhere deep inside of me, buried beneath the exhaustion. He 
reached out to touch the tender bruises on my cheek. 

I flinched. "I'm fine, Brannyn." 

"No, you're not." 

"I'm just tired." My bones felt like fragile glass; if I admitted 
how afraid I was, I would simply shatter. "I need sleep." 

He stepped aside. 

Lanya stared at me from a chair in the corner, her face tight 
with worry. The twins lay sprawled across the bed with Reyce, 
their limbs tangling with each other as they slept. 

"Kryssa?" Lanya whispered, her voice trembling. 

"I'm fine." I curled onto my pallet on the floor, dragging my 
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blanket around me, and closed my eyes. "Everything will be fine." 
But it was a long time before sleep finally claimed me, and my 
dreams, when they came, were filled with my mother's blood and 
my father's screams. 
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KRYSSA 


Northwestern Valory 
569- 572A.F. 


I would like to say that was the end of Father's madness, that he 
repented of his actions in the morning and returned to the loving, 
smiling man of my childhood. 

It would be a lie, but I would like to say it all the same. 

Since I cannot, I shall say instead: there were still good days, 
though they became more infrequent as time passed and his 
madness claimed whatever remained of his mind. 

On good days, Father would rise, ignoring us children as if we 
did not exist, and leave the house to tend the fields and the 
gardens, wearing himself ragged with their care. He returned at 
sundown, and fell, exhausted, into his bed, to sleep until the next 
morning. If we were neglected, well... At least we were being fed 
again, and we weren't harmed. 

On the bad days, Father screamed and wept, cursing both the 
Gods and his children for the loss of his beloved Adelie. Often, he 
would not even rise from his bed, and would merely glare at us as 
we tended to our chores, sullen and morose. It terrified the others, 
and I kept the door to his room closed, and entered alone if 
needed. 

But even those days paled in comparison to the black days, and 
it was then I came to truly wish that the Gods had taken him 
instead of our mother. He paced our tiny house like a caged beast, 
striking out in blind anger at anyone who came near, cursing us 
unmercifully. At last, his wrath would spend itself, and he would 
sink into helpless despair, turning docile as a babe and allowing 
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himself to be led back to bed before slipping into easy sleep. 

We learned the warning signs of these dark tempers, how to 
hide from them, how to protect ourselves against him. But all too 
often, he would raise his hand to Lanya, or Reyce, or one of the 
twins, and I would be forced to step forward, allowing myself to 
be his target, and suffered the brunt of his rage in marks upon my 
skin. 

But try as I might, I could not fully protect my brothers and 
sisters. Brannyn refused to let me suffer alone and took his share 
of the wrath from our father's hands, no matter how much I 
begged and pleaded for him to stay away. He was determined that 
he would save me as much as he was able, and so he did. The 
others, though spared from the beatings, were not immune to his 
cruelty, and their faces grew haunted and unhappy. Father's 
misery and madness infected our lives like a sickness. We had lost 
our mother, and Janis, and somewhere in between them we had 
lost our father as well. He was like a ghost in our home, a shade of 
someone else, eaten by his desperate loneliness and the obsessive 
memory of Adelie. 

Malachi Rose had become a monster. 

There was a lullaby Lanya used to sing to us, and whenever I 
am forced to think back on that time, it is her sweet, haunting 
voice that I remember, soothing the others as I fought to hide the 
despair that threatened to swallow me. 

To sleep, to seek out all your dreams, 

Find those quiet, sparkling things, 

Stay here, wait here, in your bed, 

Rest your lovely little head. 

Night calls, light falls, no more sun- 

Darkness plays when light is done. 

Certainly, it seemed then that the Darkness enjoyed playing 
with our lives. 

The winter snows were late that year, but they thankfully kept 
Father from the Crone, and, as the days passed without his potions, 
he slipped into catatonia once again. Though I worried for him, I 
was glad as well, for the weather kept us all trapped within the 
house, and I do not know how I would have protected the others 
from his brutality. 
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Spring came at last, the sun shining through the grimy, soot- 
streaked windows, the grass turning pale green beneath a 
breathtaking sky. Father disappeared for two days, and came home 
in the terrible, familiar rage, his clothes and breath reeking of ale 
and sweat and something sickly sweet. 

He had returned to see the Crone. 

The summer came, and the fall. Our harvest was pitiful, for 
Father gave up halfway through the planting, and nothing I could 
say would convince him to finish it. We struggled through the 
winter as he sank into despondency, and I rationed our food as we 
prayed for spring, wishing I dared to forget Father's meals so that 
he would not survive to see it. 

So the years came and went, making us hard. Our innocence 
had been ripped from us, and it made us bitter- but we were 
stronger for it. 

We grew. I was forced to mend our clothing over and over, 
struggling to make it fit our lengthening limbs. I took to wearing 
a much-hemmed pair of Father's breeches and one of Brannyn's 
old shirts, wearing them more for their utility than out of choice. 
I used Mother's wardrobe to dress my sisters, and a chest of Janis' 
late husband's clothing was divvied among my brothers. I did my 
best to keep us warm throughout the winter, turning ragged sheets 
into shirts and ripped coverlets into cloaks. I even made a 
hazardous trip to the village, to beg the Crone for help procuring 
what we needed, not knowing where else to turn. She gave me a 
pile of used sheets and blankets, covered in unidentifiable stains, 
her dark eyes unreadable as I stammered out my gratitude. 

So, we were clothed, though most would consider what we 
wore little better than rags. But at least we were covered, and 
warm during the cold. 

I turned thirteen without notice. Underfed and gangly with 
growth, I struggled alone through the changes of womanhood, 
shielding the others from knowledge of my discomfort. I knew 
what the changes meant thanks to Janis, but I hid them, afraid of 
being bride-sold or slave-traded by Malachi to offset the debts of 
our farm. 

For debts came, and quickly. Taxes to the Empire, which our 
meager harvests barely covered, were a constant burden as I took 
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over the household budget. I watched Father's addiction to the 
Crone's potion with rising suspicion and wondered how we were 
affording it- I knew by then that she did nothing without payment 
of some kind. At last, I offered to clean for her, thinking to repay 
what I was certain was a substantial debt, and she agreed, though 
her gaze upon me seemed filled with remorse and self-loathing. 

It was then that I finally learned the steep price Father had 
promised to forget his darkness. 


572A.F. 


Time stood still in the small, unnamed village a mile from our 
home. Our mother had laughingly named it Desperation, saying 
that anyone who lived there certainly had to be, and little had 
changed since my parents had fled there from Fallor. Even now I 
would wager that it is still the same: a pathetic huddle of houses 
centered around a single general goods store, cowering beneath 
the fringes of the Siriun Forest, as if trying to shrink away from 
the giant northern evergreens which rose for miles up into the sky. 

Less than fifty people lived within the village, and it was not 
long before several heard the rumors that I cleaned for the Crone 
and came to seek out my services. I began a routine of cleaning for 
one of them per day: sweeping floors, washing walls, and 
scrubbing fireplaces, performing backbreaking labor for only a 
few copper coins. The money offset what we lost on the harvests, 
so I did not complain, though it exhausted me. 

The women of the village tolerated me; though they did not 
know me, I was Adelie's daughter, and most remembered her with 
a mixture of jealousy and fondness. It is the curse of beautiful 
women to outshine those around them, and, for all her charms, 
my mother had been incredibly beautiful. Thankfully, I did not 
resemble her, and my boyish clothing made me appear both 
younger than I was and unappealing in their eyes, and so I was 
dealt with more fairly than I otherwise might have been. 

On Moonsday, I cleaned the house of Goodwife Therese, who 
watched me like a hawk, certain I would steal her precious things 
if left unattended, though they were little more than painted glass 
and useless to me. She paid me an extra copper to weed her 
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gardens, a chore I quickly learned she detested, and, when I was 
finished, she would dole out the coins with her thin lips pursed, 
her eyes alight in her florid face as she watched me leave with 
them, thinking she had gotten the best of me. 

On Airsday, I went to the house of Emmis Lonisdaughter. She 
was married to Tellis, who owned the general goods store, and her 
status as wife of the wealthiest man in the village gave her airs. 
She gossiped in condescending tones about her opinions of the 
other village women as I scrubbed her floors and fireplace, and I 
clenched my jaw until it ached, my head throbbing from holding 
back the words I wished to speak against her spitefulness. But she 
paid more than any of the other houses I cleaned- proof, she said, 
that hers was the most generous house in the village- and so I held 
my tongue. 

Watersday was a joy, for that was the day I cleaned the home 
of Widow Ellisa. She was elderly, unable to attend to much of the 
heavy cleaning herself anymore, but her eyes and wit were as 
sharp as a girl of twenty. Her home always smelled of baking 
things, and she forced food upon me along with my pay- a loaf of 
bread, an apple pie, a pot of stew- to take back to the farm to feed 
us "unfortunate children." 

Earthsday saw me at the house of Goodman Malik, who acted 
as carpenter and man-of-all-work for the village; a renowned 
bachelor, he had been the first to seek me out when it had become 
known that my services were for hire. His house was filthy, 
covered with years of accumulated sawdust and grime, and I 
worked harder there than on any other day. But Malik left me 
alone while I cleaned, and it was there, for a few hours at least, 
where I finally learned a little of peace. 

Firesday, I worked at the house of Allis and Demson Stroud. 
Allis viewed me with open hostility at first and would bark her 
demands of the day at me with a glower upon her unpretty face. 
Though I never asked, I assumed she was jealous of my mother, 
and she seemed to delight in finding the most humiliating tasks 
for me to perform, as if daring me to protest so she could put me 
in my place. But I did them without complaint, and her enjoyment 
melted into resentment, until at last she left me alone, content 
enough with the knowledge that I was forced to work for her for 
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pennies. 

It was in her home that I met Vitric. 

He was the middle child in a brood of sisters, about a year older 
than I, and openly friendly despite his mother's obvious 
disapproval. His hair was fair and curly, his eyes the shifting colors 
of the distant sea, of which I had only ever seen pictures, and he 
watched me as I worked with a lopsided smile. He followed me 
wherever I went, telling me stories I pretended not to listen to, 
and asking me questions I refused to answer. I had never had a 
friend outside of my brothers and sisters, and was afraid to make 
one, worried he might find out my secret. 

For that is what I had come to think of Father as: something 
shameful, to be hidden behind false smiles and empty words, 
trapping my fear of him within my skin where no one could see 
it. The people of Desperation thought Malachi to be a tragic hero, 
admiring him for raising six children on his own after the death of 
his wife. No one knew of his madness or his addiction, save the 
Crone. What they thought of the bruises that so often appeared on 
my skin, I did not know, for they were never spoken of in my 
presence. Most likely they were written off as a well-deserved 
punishment; children are more harshly treated in those outlying 
villages than in the larger towns and cities, for life is severe and 
ruthless, and we must be strong enough to face it. 

It was only Vitric who ever seemed curious. 

He found me outside one day, laboring to pull weeds from 
Allis' garden in the wet, sticky heat of midsummer. My sleeves 
were rolled up, my shirt unbuttoned as low as I dared, and still the 
sweat rolled down my neck and back, making my clothes cling to 
me uncomfortably. 

I could feel his gaze upon me like a weight and scowled at him 
from beneath my lashes. His presence made me nervous for some 
reason, and I resented it, wishing he would leave me to my gods- 
forsaken chore in peace. 

"Why are your arms covered in bruises?" he asked abruptly, 
kneeling beside me so that I was forced to look at him. His eyes 
were blue that day, clear as the skies above us, and held no trace 
of judgment or malice as he examined the dark marks on my 
forearms. 
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He was close enough that I could smell the sandalwood oil that 
lingered on his skin, recognizing the scent from the jar by the tub 
I cleaned upon every visit. Something in me stirred, and I glared 
at him in response. "They're nothing. I fell." 

"Onto a pair of hands?" His fingers were gentle as he touched 
my bruises; still, I flinched, and he frowned. "It looks as if you 
were helped to fall." 

I jerked away from his touch and the strange feelings he 
created in me, remaining silent and sullen as I returned to 
weeding. Let him think what he would; I did not want his pity. 

Starsday is the day we worship Diona, our creator, and it was 
still my own. That day I cherished, for it was my only full day with 
my siblings. Though I spent most of it catching up on the work 
that was neglected while I was in the village, I was able to spend 
the late afternoons with my brothers and sisters upon our porch 
or in front of our fireplace, telling them exaggerated stories of the 
villagers I worked for, and listening to their tales of what had 
happened on the farm while I was gone. Strangely, I could not 
bring myself to tell them of Vitric, though I repeated the stories 
he told me, my heart fluttering oddly when I saw the joy it 
brought to their faces. 

On Sunsday, I at last cleaned for the Crone. 

Her home was filthy, though not quite as bad as Malik's, and 
filled with strange books and instruments and bottles that I feared 
to touch. More than once I would lift something- such as a doll 
made of feathers and blackened wax, or a jar labeled bloodroot- 
only to have it snatched quickly out of my hands. Once, I moved 
a book, written in pictures instead of words, and felt as if my soul 
had been jerked within my chest. I dropped it immediately, but it 
left me nauseous and shaking. The Crone had screamed at me for 
touching it and sent me back to the farm without finishing my 
work. 

It was the only house that I left without pay, for I worked 
simply to alleviate the debt I believed our father had placed us in. 
The Crone watched my every move, her eyes gleaming in the 
sunken hollows of her face; I think now that she let me try to work 
off the debt out of her own guilt, rather than any true desire to be 
repaid. 
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Late fall arrived, and with it a chill, biting breeze that stripped 
the leaves from the branches of trees, leaving them stark and 
naked against the cold sky. The air smelled of early snows and 
sleeping earth, and I worried near constantly for the upcoming 
winter. I struggled to clean faster and harder each day, for when 
the snows came, Father would again be trapped inside the house, 
and I would not be able to return to the village till the thaw. 

I was in the Crone's bedroom, scrubbing grime from the thick 
stone walls, when I heard a frantic knock upon the front door. The 
Crone answered, her raspy voice catching my ear as she allowed 
the visitor inside. "I've been expecting you." 

"Please, you must give me more." The brush I held tumbled 
from my nerveless hands at the sound of my father's voice, broken 
and hoarse. "The memories. I can't take them." 

I cautiously stepped to the door and peered out into the great 
room, watching as the Crone led my father to a chair. He was pale 
and trembling, his face twisted in desperate pain. 

"Will you honor our arrangement, Malachi?" She took a key 
from her pocket, using it to unlock a small wardrobe. Row upon 
row of dark glass vials sat nestled within. The sight of them chilled 
me to the bone. 

Father was staring at them as well, his face alight with naked 
greed, and so failed to see me standing only a few feet away, 
shrouded in the shadows of the doorway. "Yes." His voice held no 
emotion but need. "Upon their sixteenth birthday, I will give the 
twins to you." 

I gasped, a small hiss of indrawn breath. Father did not hear 
me, for all his focus was upon the vial the Crone removed from 
the wardrobe and handed to him- but the Crone did, and met my 
gaze calmly as he drank the potion. 

My mind reeled with shock, and my heart, which I had 
thought immune to his cruelty, broke anew. This man, who had 
once treasured his children as blessings from the Gods, had 
bartered my brother and sister as slaves to fuel his addiction. 

The sight of the two of them suddenly sickened me, and I 
retreated back into the bedroom, pressing my forehead against the 
cool, warped glass of the windows until my nausea passed. I prayed 
to the Gods I so often neglected that they would remind Father 
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that he had loved us once and would break the hold his addiction 
and the Crone had over him. 

Failing that, I prayed that they would kill him. 

In the great room, I heard Malachi regain his familiar, 
belligerent self, and finally take his leave of the Crone. Not 
trusting myself to speak around the rage that hammered at my 
temples, I picked up my things and headed home early. The Crone 
said nothing as I left, and I could scarcely bring myself to look at 
her, truth and hate and pain warring in my chest until I thought 
they would strangle me. 

I am certain that Brannyn at least suspected something was 
wrong when J arrived home, his amber eyes taking in my pale face 
and shaking hands in a single, questioning glance. But he did not 
ask, and so I was not forced to lie to him. It was a horrific burden, 
this secret, but I was determined to bear it alone. 

I returned to the Crone's the following Sunsday, and I think 
that my appearance then was the only time I ever saw her truly 
surprised. The knowledge hung between us like a weight as we 
stared at each other and came to a wordless understanding: I 
would spend as much time as it took working for her to buy back 
my brother and sister. Her shoulders slumped in resignation, and 
she stood aside to let me into her home. 

I did not know if I could ever truly buy back Kylee and 
Alyxen's freedom, but I had a little more than six years until 
Father gave them to the Crone like unwanted kittens, and so I had 
no choice. 

I had to try. 
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LANYA 


The Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 
28 Cuna 572A.F. 


"It's not fair." 

Kryssa opened her eyes and glanced up at me. The others had 
all gone to bed, exhausted by the fury of another of Father's 
outbursts, and so we were alone in the great room. She had 
stripped to the waist, lying on the floor before the fireplace so I 
could press poultices to her back. The sharp smell of vinegar 
burned my nose. "What's not fair?" 

"This." I jerked my head toward the marks, a rainbow of colors 
between vicious purple and fading yellow. "All of this. You should 
let me help." 

Her gaze grew intent upon my face. "You do help." 

I snorted, though I kept my hands gentle. "Useless lullabies 
and bits of medicine from Janis' books. I do little better than 
nothing. I want to do more." 

Her face hardened. "No." 

"You can't protect me forever." 

"Perhaps not," she conceded, and shrugged before closing her 
eyes again. "But as long as I'm alive, I can certainly try." 

I bit my lip, holding back what I wanted to say, afraid to tell 
her that being behind closed doors did not protect me from her 
pain, or Brannyn's. Echoes of the blows they took resounded in 
my bones as if I were the one receiving them. I could feel the 
agony pulsing beneath their skin, the ache of it battering against 
my thoughts. We suffered the same; they could not shield me from 
their anguish. 
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My breath caught as I traced the ugly bruises on my sister's 
forearm, marks left from fingers that had grabbed her too tightly. 
Though her face remained serene, I could feel the pain even my 
light touch caused her, and my vision blurred with tears. She 
endured so much, and I could do nothing to save her. 

"It's all right, dear heart," she murmured, her lips curving as 
she reassured me. "I've had worse." 

The truth of her words clawed at me rather that comforting 
me, and I blinked, over and over, willing myself not to cry. It was 
not fair that she was beaten and I was spared, that she was 
punished for Father's insanity while I was forced to hide in my 
room. 

Her bruises should be mine. 

My arm began to ache, growing from a slight sting to a bone- 
deep throb. Kryssa's bruises faded away, and I gasped, shoving up 
my sleeve to stare wide-eyed at the finger marks that now 
encircled my forearm. 

"What is it?" she asked, and I hurriedly yanked my sleeve back 
down before she could see what I had done. 

"Nothing," I lied. 

She sighed, and smiled, her eyes remaining closed. "You're 
getting good at that, Lanya. My arm scarcely hurts anymore." 

I kept silent. Kryssa had named herself our protector, and she 
was determined to save us to the point of foolishness. If she 
learned that I could take her pain and make it my own, she would 
no longer allow me to take care of her, out of sheer, stubborn 
pride. 

But I was just as stubborn as she, and so after that night I began 
to steal her bruises, and Brannyn's. Not all of them, or they might 
have grown suspicious, but enough to reduce their suffering, to 
allow them to sleep comfortably and wake without stiffness. They 
thought it was my poultices, that I was gaining more knowledge 
of herbs and medicines. I let them believe it, even going so far as 
to start an herb garden in front of the house, where I gathered the 
ingredients I claimed I needed to treat their injuries. 

It was nonsense, of course. As I learned more of my gift, both 
its limits and its strengths, I found that I had power over their 
emotions as well: I could drain my siblings’ unhappiness at a 
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touch, chasing the shadows from their eyes, or push my 
contentment into them, easing their worries so they could rest. I 
gave them my exhaustion until they collapsed into sleep, though 
it left me wide-eyed and jittery for hours after; I drained their 
pain, though the weight of it transferred to me, heavy and 
agonizing. I could not take cuts or broken bones, nor could I heal 
our father's broken mind- though I tried once as he slept and spent 
several hours vomiting over a bucket for my efforts. 

But I grew stronger, and as the years dragged on I kept my 
family from giving in to despair. 

I earned my secret. 

But it was a burden, and hard to keep when we lived in such 
close quarters. More than once I was nearly found out, flinching 
as one of the others brushed against my ill-gotten bruises, and then 
having to allay their concern with careful falsehoods. I took to 
avoiding contact, never quite allowing the others to touch me, lest 
they discover the marks I hid beneath my clothes. I bathed while 
they slept, and slept in my clothes. Thankfully, the others mistook 
it for a manifestation of the fear that walked among us like a living 
thing, and never pushed me for the truth. 

A year passed, and another. I turned thirteen, and Kryssa 
showed me how to hide the changes of womanhood, though I do 
not believe our father would have noticed. I took over my sister's 
duties at home so that she could earn more coin in the village; 
though we never spoke of it, I was more talented at these domestic 
chores, especially cooking, and she was grateful to relinquish 
them. 

Destiny works mysteriously- if Kryssa had not been working 
in the village to pay off the debts that hung over us like a 
headsman's axe, we may never have learned how strong the 
connection between us truly was. 


12 Cuna 574A.F. 


Alyxen had revealed a surprising talent for fixing broken things, 
in between the stories he told, and soon had taken over all repairs 
around our neglected farm. While Brannyn and Reyce tended to 
the fields and Kylee saw to our dwindling number of animals, 
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Alyxen busied himself with mending everything, from the worn- 
out farming equipment to the failing water pump. We grew 
accustomed to the sounds of both hammering and his clever 
curses, so that it was nearly a melody we had all learned to ignore. 

I was washing laundry the day he decided at last to tackle the 
leak in our roof, scrambling atop the ancient, cedar shingles like a 
sure-footed mountain goat. I hummed quietly to myself as I draped 
wet, heavy sheets across the line. I did not notice when the 
hammering stopped, barely heard my brother's faint cry as he 
slipped on the slick eaves. But I knew he had fallen when the pain 
slammed into me and stole my breath. 

Alyxen. 

The clothespins dropped unnoticed from my hands as I ran to 
the side of the house where he had fallen, my heart thundering in 
my chest. He was struggling to sit up, his face white as death with 
shock, his left arm dangling, bent unnaturally. I dropped to my 
knees beside him, my heart caught in my throat. 

I do not know what possessed me to call for Kryssa, save that 
she was our beacon, our safeguard against fear. I reached out to 
her- and found her, irritated for some reason, her thoughts filled 
with lemon wax and beautiful sky-blue eyes. 

Alyxen's hurt. My panic burst out of me like a flood, and I was 
helpless to stop it. J don't know what to do. 

The sky-blue eyes were replaced in an instant with a bone- 
shattering calm, and I heard her, somehow, like an indigo wave 
within my mind. /’m coming. 

Brannyn appeared beside me, his face set in determined lines. 
Without speaking, he gently lifted our brother, careful of his 
broken arm, and carried him inside the house. I followed, 
wringing my hands. It was not until Kylee and Reyce met me at 
the door, the blind terror in their eyes cutting through my own, 
that I was at last able to think again. 

Our father had hidden a heavy bottle of whiskey beneath his 
bed a year before and promptly forgotten about it. I asked Kylee 
to fetch it and sent Reyce to the woods to find two of the 
straightest sticks he could for setting the arm. The bottle was 
dusty, and I hurriedly cleaned it with my skirt before pouring a 
healthy swig down Alyxen's throat. 
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I held him down as Brannyn set the arm, pulling sharply on 
the break until the bone was straight; though I tried to take as 
much of his pain as I could, he still screamed, and fainted. I wiped 
cold sweat from my forehead, grateful for a respite from his agony. 

Reyce returned with the sticks at last, and I tied them to my 
brother's broken arm with strips of rags. I left Kylee to watch 
wotriedly over her twin as I staggered outside with Brannyn, 
Reyce trailing silently behind us as I sat heavily upon the steps 
that led to our door. 

I found I was still clutching the whiskey bottle, and took a 
large gulp, gasping as the fire of it burned away the ice in my veins. 
The warm breeze dried my fear-sweat, and slowly the nerves and 
anxiety inside me eased. I offered the bottle to Brannyn, and he 
sipped from it, making a face as he handed it back. 

Kryssa arrived at a gallop, throwing herself from the wild-eyed 
Renic before he had even stopped. I tried to reassure her, but 
Brannyn shook his head at me as she brushed past, hurrying inside 
to check on Alyxen. Reyce sighed and went to care for Renic, who 
stood where she had left him, sweating and breathing like a 
bellows. 

She emerged again after several minutes and sat beside me on 
the steps. I handed her the whiskey wordlessly, and she took a 
long pull from it before returning it to me. 

We stared across the fields for long minutes, unsure of what 
to say to each other. 

Brannyn finally stood, restless, and broke the silence. "You 
heard her." 

The words were meant for Kryssa, and she nodded. For a 
moment, I could sense the worry and confusion swirling within 
her and took another gulp of the whiskey. 

"We all heard her." He leaned against a post holding up our 
roof, his gaze flickering between me and my sister. I gasped; I had 
not realized the others had heard me when I had reached for her. 
"What does it mean?" 

I thought of the ease with which I'd touched my sister's mind, 
reading her thoughts of sky-colored eyes. If she reached for me, 
what would she find? Would she be able to see my secret? 

"We can't let our minds spill into each other's carelessly," 


45 


RKS HOBBS 


Kryssa said slowly, voicing my concern. A shadow passed behind 
her brilliant green eyes, and I realized with astonishment that my 
sister had her own secrets that she did not wish to share. I had 
been fortunate she had not been thinking of them when I had so 
recklessly entered her mind. 

"Shields," I blurted, and blushed when they both looked at me, 
the whiskey merrily dancing through my blood. "We need to learn 
to block each other out." 

They nodded, and so it was agreed. 

We practiced each night before bed, talking to each other only 
in our minds, learning how to focus our thoughts so that we shared 
only what we wanted with each other, keeping our secrets to 
ourselves. We quickly became proficient, able to find each other 
and talk to just one, despite the distance between us. We learned 
to create shields, blocking each other out, and found that our gift 
was useless when we were asleep, like a blank wall that we could 
not penetrate. I think that was a blessing- surely, I had no wish to 
inflict my nightmares upon the others. 

It is hard to explain to others this method of communicating 
between us. It is not so much a voice, but a color and a presence, 
accompanied by a series of emotions and images. Mine, the others 
told me, was like a golden light in their minds, and they found me 
serene and calming. Kylee was vibrant green and wild, Alyxen 
silver and unyielding. Brannyn was brilliant red and burning, his 
thoughts often accompanied by the fury he tried so hard to keep 
buried. Reyce, oddly, was white, nearly blinding, his presence like 
an ache that pressed against the back of my eyes; in time, he 
learned to control it better, so that it did not cause the rest of us so 
much pain. 

Kryssa was the hardest to describe, and I looked at her 
helplessly when she asked me, unsure what to say. 

Brannyn saved me, staring at her with dark eyes as he 
answered. "You're blue, Kryssa. Deep as the sea, and filled with all 
the rage and calm of it." 

It was not until much later that I realized how strange the 
comparison was for children that had never seen the ocean. 
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If the years in my father's house taught me anything, it is that 
there will always be moments, however brief, when life could be 
joyful and happy, and our fear, if not erased, was at least 
temporarily forgotten. 

I knew at an early age that it was my talent to create these 
moments, to breathe long-lost laughter into our lives. I began by 
retelling the stories Janis had once read to us, changing them bit 
by bit. Then I started to create my own, acting them out before 
bed. The tales were ridiculous and absurd, often a blending of too 
many ideas, but they made my brothers and sisters laugh, and that 
was all the encouragement I needed. 

As I grew older, my stories grew more elaborate. I think I was 
the first to dream of what would happen when we were old 
enough to leave our father's house- certainly I was the first to 
speak of it, though I disguised it in a comical story of a family of 
squirrels that set off into the world to find dragons. 

The others were quiet when I finished, though I knew they 
were still awake. I was too large for the bed by then, so I lay on 
my pallet on the floor, my hands pillowed behind my head as I 
stared up at the ceiling. 

"Do you think it's really possible?" Reyce asked at last, his 
voice quiet and wistful. "Do you think we could really leave one 
day?" 

"We can't stay here forever," I pointed out reasonably. "One 
day we'll be able to leave this place. No more farm, no more 
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If he understood the double meaning of my words, he did not 
choose to comment on it. "Where would we go?" 

"Anywhere we want." I shrugged. "Mejares. Cardoza. Even 
Tante." 

"We should stop in Fallor first, meet Mother's family. Get 
provisions for the road." Lanya twisted in the bed, getting 
comfortable. "Then we can see the world." 

Reyce sighed, wistful. "I would really like to see dragons one 
day." 

"I want to ride one," Brannyn joked. 
"Well, I want to be the first to ride a unicorn." Kylee's voice 
was filled with determination. 

"Those are supposed to be really aggressive, you know." 

"That's why I'm going to be the first. And then I'm going to 
the Ice Flats to get my very own pegasus, so I can fly wherever I 
want." 

"Val Estus," Lanya murmured sleepily. "I want to see the 
golden spires. And attend a ball. Maybe even dance with a prince." 

"Romance." I rolled my eyes. "Blech." 

She sniffed. "Shows what you know. You-" 

Reyce interrupted before our bickering could escalate. 
"Kryssa?" The bed creaked as he sat up to look at her. "What do 
you want to do once we leave here?" 

It took her so long to answer, I thought she had fallen asleep. 
Her voice was quiet when she finally spoke, so that we had to 
strain to hear her. "I want to be happy." 

Her words silenced us, and we spoke no more of leaving, or of 
the future. 

But that did not stop me from dreaming of it. 

When I broke my arm, I had plenty of time to consider my 
freedom, since Kryssa and Lanya insisted that I remain confined 
to the bed to rest, not even allowing me to perform the simplest of 
chores. I prowled the house and the gardens when they weren't 
looking, careful to keep my shields up so they wouldn't catch me. 
Though our newfound telepathy was useful, it was also 
inconvenient. I was restless, and certain I would die of boredom. 

Then I chanced upon an unused journal in my mother's 
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belongings, plain and leather-bound, the crisp pages blank and 
beckoning to me like an old friend. I spent the rest of the long, 
uncomfortable weeks of my convalescence writing with the 
ragged quill and bottle of ink that Kryssa managed to acquire for 
me, recording my stories and dreams with a careful hand. I knew 
we would not be able to afford another journal, and so I made 
certain to keep my writing small and precise, taking up as much 
of each page as I could manage. 

I carried it with me everywhere, the leather growing worn 
and soft beneath my fingers. Even when my arm was declared 
healed and I was once again allowed to return to my chores, I still 
brought it wherever I went. Lanya finally sewed a pocket to the 
inside of my tunic so that I could feel its weight against my chest 
as I worked, a reminder that one day my life would be different, 
better, more. 

I suppose it was only a matter of time before Father noticed. 

He came into the house one afternoon, in one of those rare 
moments when all the others were out. I was sitting at the table 
writing; the comforting scratch of my pen halted as I saw him. 

"What are you doing?" he asked, his brows drawing together. 
"What is that?" 

"Writing." I swallowed, but I saw no rage in him, merely 
curiosity. "They're stories, Father." 

He took the journal from me, frowning at the tiny print. 
"Stories? What kind of stories?" 

"Just... stories." I stared at him helplessly. "I write them." 

"Hmph." He dismissed them, and me, tossing the journal over 
his shoulder. It smacked against the wall, and I struggled not to 
wince. "Useless. Get out of your fantasies, boy, and face the real 
world." 

My insides shook, but I managed to nod. "Yes, Father." 

He left. I rushed to where my book had fallen, picking it up 
carefully and gently smoothing the pages. I did not care what he 
said; my stories mattered. They gave me joy and brought the 
others happiness. 

My words were a light in the darkness, and I would not give 
them up. 
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KYLEE 


I want it to be known that am writing this under protest. I didn't 
want to tell this part of the story. I remember the darkness and the 
abuse just as well as the others, but I don't like to focus on it. But 
since apparently | have to write something about that time, then I 
will tell you about Renic. He's the only thing worth remembering, 
after all. 
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"Can't you even clean yourself properly?" Apple asked, his 
whiskers twitching as he watched me brush Renic's coat. The 
elderly plow horse stood, patient and amused, as the cat insulted 
him. "It must be so inconvenient to be a horse." 

"That's what he has humans for," I told the plump tabby, my 
voice echoing in the nearly empty barn. "To take care of him." 

"Humans." Apple sniffed, his tail arching in disdain; cats, I had 
learned quickly, were always disdainful of humans. "You can't 
even clean yourselves properly." 

"I'm clean," I retorted, indignant. "I take baths." 

"Baths." He shuddered, as if the word was some great horror. 
"So unsanitary. So much wet.” 

"So you've said. But humans like wet." I grinned when he 
shivered again before stalking away, muttering. 

"You shouldn't tease him so much," Renic chided me gently. 
He turned his head to stare at me with one soulful brown eye. 
"Cats know many things, and you might need their help one day." 

"Apple can barely help himself out of a tree." I made a face. "I 
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"Never underestimate others for their appearance, Skylily." He 
nudged me with his nose and snuffled at my stomach until I 
giggled. "Such judgment is beneath you." 

I sighed and wrapped my arms around his neck. "I'll try." 

From the corner of my eye, I saw my twin slowly withdraw 
his head from the barn. I knew that he, and the others, thought I 
was crazy- it wasn't the first time I had been caught talking to the 
animals. I didn't care. Renic was my friend, tender-hearted and 
gentle, and he listened to me. I told him my fears and held his neck 
when I cried; he endured it all with unfailing compassion. 

I don't know when I developed my aptitude for animals, but I 
understood them long before I heard the thoughts of my siblings. 
I loved them in a way I was never able to imitate with people. 
Animals were simple: they kept no secrets, told no lies, and did no 
harm except in their own defense. I admired them, and often 
wished I was one of them. 

Sometimes I still do. 

That's not to say I liked all the animals. I didn't care much for 
chickens; their inane chatter was mostly about food and fear, and 
their constant clucking ground at my nerves. I didn't like the pigs 
either- they spoke only of food, and they would stare at me 
greedily, as if wondering how I tasted. Thankfully, my gift ends at 
animals. I have no desire to understand insects, or spiders. 

But I loved the birds, who sang of freedom and love and the 
glorious fight to survive. I loved the goats, who told me stories of 
the joy of climbing and leaping and the feeling of cold mountain 
air around them. I even loved the cats, prickly and sarcastic 
though they were, and named them all, though that was pointless 
since they ignored me no matter what I called them. 

Most of all, I loved Renic. 

Renic made me want to be better, to be worthy of his 
unconditional love and loyalty, though my cynicism often 
undermined these intentions. His friendship was my only comfort 
in the early years of my life, and I thought we would be together 
forever, our future stretching out endlessly before us. 

But Renic was old when I was young, and finally there came 
a day, shortly after Alyxen's arm had healed, when I walked out 
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to the barn and found him collapsed on his side in his stall, his eyes 
wide and staring. My screams brought the others at a run. 

We buried Renic near the apple trees he had once loved, 
though digging a hole large enough took more than half a day from 
our chores. It took all six of us to drag Renic's body from the barn 
to the grave; it would have been simpler to cut him into pieces, 
but the others thankfully did not suggest that. 

I carved his marker myself, carrying the largest stone I could 
manage to the head of his grave, and spent the rest of the afternoon 
with hammer and chisel, carefully spelling his name into eternal 
stone. 

When I had finished, I curled onto the soft dirt above him and 
cried myself to sleep. 
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"Gods curse this stupid rain," I muttered, scowling into the 
fireplace at the sodden wood I was trying to light. "Burn, damn 
you!" 

The others watched me with wide eyes as they huddled under 
their blankets. It had been raining for days, the freezing, miserable 
rain of early spring which soaked everything, including our 
woodpile. 

The flint shook in my hands, my body trembling with both 
the chill and my frustration. I had been trying to get the fireplace 
lit for nearly half an hour, and a part of me wanted to rip the whole 
cursed thing from the wall and toss it into the Western Ocean. 

I took a deep breath and tried once more. It didn't light. I 
swore and tossed the flint as hard as I could against the far wall. 
The clatter it made was far from satisfactory, and I growled as I 
punched the floor. My anger was clawing at me; I hated being 
trapped inside, the walls closing in around me- 

"Brannyn, the floor!" 

Kryssa's startled shout made me glance down, and I jerked 
back in alarm, away from the small pocket of flames on the floor 
beside me. She rushed over and stamped it out. 

"Sorry, Kryssa." I stared at the burns in dismay. "I don't even 
know how that happened." 

Her brows drew together, and she knelt. She gingerly touched 
the scorch marks, and I realized they looked like the grooves of 
fingers. "Brannyn?" 

My fingers. 
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I set my jaw. I didn't know what it meant any more than she 
did, but I was willing to try anything if it meant not using the 
cursed flint. 

I bit my lip, concentrating, and held my hand over the wood 
in the fireplace. The others were silent; I think they held their 
breath as the long minutes dragged past. 

I had been angry when I punched the floor, and I focused my 
frustrations on the wood in the fireplace, willing it to burn. 
Nothing happened. Sweat began to form on my brow in effort, and 
my head began to throb. 

Finally, I felt it: a faint, cool sensation on the back of my neck, 
like the trickle of water on a hot summer's day. 

The fireplace exploded. 

I was sent flying backward, colliding with the table. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I saw Kryssa and Lanya dive for the younger 
children, shielding them from the sharp, jagged pieces of brick 
that shot across the room. I found myself prone on the floor, 
staring as blue flames roared in the blackened fireplace, 
consuming the wood in mere moments, leaving only ash and 
choking smoke. 

The room was suddenly sweltering. 

I sat up slowly, groaning at the ache in my shoulder where I 
had struck the table. The floor around me was speckled with 
embers. I did my best to stomp them out before they caused any 
more damage, for the first time thankful that our father was with 
the Crone. 

Kryssa began to laugh. 

I gaped at her in surprise, which only seemed to make her 
laugh harder. The others joined her, nearly helpless in their 
hilarity, and I stared at them in confusion. Lanya at last had pity 
on me, swallowing her laughter long enough to fetch a mirror. 

I had no eyebrows. They had been completely burned off, 
leaving my face looking perpetually startled. Much of my hair was 
still smoldering, and black streaks lined my face. 

I looked ridiculous. 

I joined in the laughter, unable to help myself. We collapsed 
to the floor, laughing until tears ran down our faces. 

"Perhaps you're a Firemage," Alyxen commented later, after 
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we had cleaned up the mess I had made. Father had returned from 
the Crone's, but he had not noticed the scorch marks in the 
fireplace nor my missing brows before he had lurched into his 
room and slammed the door. 

"Don't be stupid," Kylee sneered. "Firemages only exist in 
stories." 

"You're stupid. They're real. All the Great Mages are." 

"Even Darkmages?" 

"Yeah. Maybe. I don't know. But I know Firemages are real." 

Kryssa glanced up from brushing Lanya's hair and held up a 
hand to end the argument. "Alyxen, why don't you explain what 
Firemages are, then we can figure out if Brannyn is one." 

He stuck his tongue out at Kylee. "According to the stories, the 
first Great Mages came about during the Great War, when the 
Younger Gods overthrew the evil Elder Gods. The Gods needed 
champions-" 

"Like us?" Reyce interrupted. 

"No." He paused, frowning, thinking it over. "Well, maybe. I 
don't know. Anyway, the Goddess Naitre-" 

"Why do the Gods even need champions?" Kylee demanded. 
"They're Gods, aren't they? What could we do that they can't?" 

Alyxen glared. "Can I finish the story?" 

"I just think it's stupid." 

"Quiet, Kylee." Kryssa's fingers darted through Lanya's hair, 
braiding it. "It's rude to interrupt. You may ask your questions at 
the end." 

"Sorry, Kryssa." 

"As I was saying, the Goddess Naitre went to all the Guardians 
of Ca'erdylla, and-" 

"Guardians?" Reyce looked confused. "What Guardians?" 

Alyxen growled. 

"The Guardians are the beings created by Destiny before the 
Gods came to Ca’'erdylla," Kryssa explained patiently. "They 
protect the Elements that were used to create the world." 

"Like dragons," Lanya added, "or golems." 

"Oh." 

"Hush now, dear heart. Let Alyxen finish his story." 

"So Naitre went to all the Guardians, and asked them for help 
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with the Elder Gods, who were evil. The Guardians said they 
couldn't help directly-" 

"Why not?" 

"Reyce." 

"Sorry, Kryssa." 

"The Guardians said they couldn't help directly because it 
would destroy the world. Instead, they created the Great Mages, 
who had the same powers, but were human." 

The others all began to ask questions at once, until Kryssa 
raised a hand. "One at a time." 

Kylee sat up on her elbow. "Why couldn't Elves become Great 
Mages? Or Dwarves?" 

"I don't know." He shrugged. "The book said it was because 
Men are the weakest of the races. Maybe they thought it would 
make us stronger." 

"Or turn us into bullies," she muttered darkly. 

Reyce raised his hand politely, waiting to be called on. "Did 
the Great Mages really defeat the Elder Gods?" 

"Yes. That's why we serve the Younger Gods now, because 
during the Great War the Mages overthrew the Elder Gods and 
stripped them of their powers." 

Lanya started to turn around, and Kryssa gripped her head to 
keep it still. "Are Great Mages really like Guardians? I mean, are 
Firemages just human dragons?" 

"Not quite." He frowned. "The Great Mages are human 
Elements, the ones the Guardians protect. Firemages can do a lot 
of incredible things, but they can't fly so they're not really 
dragons." 

"What can they do?" I asked finally, curious. 

"They create fire. They never get burned. They can make 
firestorms. Oh, and they can see the future." 

"Really?" 

"That's what the book said." 

"Have you seen the future, Brannyn?" Reyce stared at me, 
wide-eyed. 

"Sure I have," I joked. "It said we were all going to be rich one 
day and live in the palace and eat cake with the Emperor." 

He made a face at me. "You're making that up." 
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"Of course he is," Kylee snapped, exasperated. "We never get 
cake." 

Reyce stuck his tongue out at her. 

"Do you think Brannyn is a Firemage, Kryssa?" Lanya asked 
quietly, turning to look up at our sister. 

"Well, I don't," I answered for her. "It was just a stupid 
accident. Having a little fire magic doesn't make me a Great Mage." 
I pointed at my face. "I'm not even fireproof. I burned off my own 
eyebrows, for Gods' sake." 

Lanya giggled. 

"I think we'll figure out what Brannyn is in time," Kryssa said 
gently. "I also think it's time for bed." 

The others groaned but tromped off dutifully to the bedroom. 
I lingered, watching as Kryssa stood and carefully banked the fire. 
The scorch marks on the stones seemed to mock me, and I 
swallowed, suddenly afraid. 

"Kryssa?" 

"Yes, dear heart?" 

"I'm dangerous, aren't I?" 

She gazed at me, her emerald eyes dark and intense upon my 
face. "Aren't we all?" 

I had no answer, and so I went to bed. 

We did not discuss my fire again, and, because I tried 
extremely hard not to use it, the others seemed to eventually 
forget about it. But I could not forget- I could feel it, pulsing 
beneath my skin, a caged beast waiting for freedom. The 
blackened stones reminded me of its dangers, but my temper was 
short and violent in those days, fueled by Father's cruelty, and it 
was only a matter of time before the fire erupted again. 
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It started with an argument of course, perhaps six months after the 
incident with the fireplace. My eyebrows had at last grown back, 
though they still itched and irritated me. It had been an 
abnormally hot summer, and the fields browned and wilted 
beneath an unforgiving sun. I sweltered in the motionless air as 
Reyce and I started the second planting. 
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The others had retreated into the relative cool of the house, 
and I resented them for it as I struggled to push our cumbersome 
hand-plow through the reluctant soil, cursing the loss of Renic. 
Reyce trailed behind me, a bag of seed slung across his chest, 
dropping handfuls of corn into the furrows before covering them 
with soft dirt. It was monotonous work, and he hated it, pestering 
me constantly for a turn at the plow. 

“No,” I repeated, for what felt like the hundredth time. “It’s 
too heavy, and dangerous.” 

“No, it’s not,” he argued. “You just don’t want to plant.” 

“Don’t be stupid.” I wiped sweat from my brow with my 
forearm, squinting across the long length of the field I still had to 
plow. “The blade on this thing is razor-sharp. I’m not going to let 
you lose a limb.” 

“Tm not stupid!” He yanked off the bag of seed, dropping it to 
the ground with a soft thump. His dirt-smeared hands fisted at his 
sides. “You’re stupid! And lazy!” 

I glared, dropping the plow to face him. My head ached; I 
didn’t have time for this argument. “I’m not lazy. The plow’s too 
big for you. Now stop being stupid, so we can get this done.” 

“Tm not stupid!” His fist snaked out, catching me in the lip. 
My mouth flooded with the taste of blood. 

I lifted my hand and released my fire. 

I regretted it the instant it was done. Blue flames engulfed my 
brother, blackening the ground around us and turning the iron 
plow red hot. The seed bag was reduced to ash, the corn within 
exploding and scattering around us like scorched snowflakes. The 
air was filled with smoke and the choking reek of char. I was 
certain I had killed him, and my mouth was already open to 
scream in horror. 

But the flames died, and Reyce still stood in front of me- angry 
certainly, but otherwise unharmed. 

“You trying to kill me?” he yelled. 

“T-I-” My knees buckled, and I collapsed onto the ground. My 
breath came in short, ragged gasps, and black dots danced before 
my eyes. 

He shoved my head between my knees, holding me there until 
I no longer felt as if I would pass out. Slowly, I sat up, though I 
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continued to shake. Reyce squatted in front of me, his gaze hard 
and unsympathetic and far, far older than it should have been. 

“You shouldn’t use weapons unless you intend to kill.” He 
spoke softly, but I thought the weight of his words might crush 
me. “Your fire isn’t a toy.” 

“Tm sorry.” My voice emerged as a raw whisper, tears burning 
my eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 

“The rage will always be there, Brannyn.” Something moved 
behind his eyes, a shadow I didn’t understand. “Either learn to 
control it, or it will control you.” 

I swallowed and nodded. 

He offered me a hand and helped me back to my feet, a 
lightning-fast grin crossing his face. “Now, may I please use the 
plow?” 

We never told the others. I was ashamed and shaken, and 
Reyce seemed to forget about it almost as soon as we were done 
retilling the ground. The late summer rains finally arrived, 
washing away what remained of my near-fatal mistake. 

I had nightmares for months, clawing my way out of sleep 
shaking and sweating, my nose filled with the stench of char. I 
would get up to check on Reyce, needing to reassure myself that 
he was indeed alive. I think Kryssa suspected something, though 
she never said anything to me. For my part, I had resolved to never 
again use my fire; my fear of hurting the others was simply too 
high. 

I did begin watching Reyce, but he seemed to have returned 
to being a normal, nine-year-old boy. His eyes were bright and 
cheerful, lacking the weight that they had held in the field. 
Whatever it was that allowed him to live through the flames, I saw 
no further evidence of it. 

He was a mystery- one I was afraid to solve. 
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REYCE 


The Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 
4 Syrthil 575A.F. 


I was ten when I first met the Lady. 

She woke me in the middle of the night. The room was dim, 
lit only by the weak moonlight filtering through the window, and 
yet I could still see that she was beautiful, radiant and resplendent 
even in the shadow. Her eyes were large and lovely as she raised a 
slim finger to her lips to keep me from speaking, then rose and 
walked silently from the room. 

I scrambled from the bed and followed her, barely 
remembering to grab my boots as I stepped over my sleeping 
siblings. The long white gown she wore seemed to float around 
her slender form as she strode gracefully to the front door, opening 
it without a sound. 

It made me pause, but only for a moment- how strange that 
she opened it so quietly, when it normally squeaked like a large, 
frightened mouse. 

She glanced over her shoulder at me, and all thought 
vanished. 

The moonlight was brighter outside, though it bleached the 
color from her hair, so that all I could tell was that it was dark, 
piled atop her head in an intricate bun and held in place with a 
long, delicate chain. Her face was exquisite, made of finely crafted 
bones and sharp, stunning features. A sword rested in a sheath at 
her hip, and a bow and quiver of arrows were strapped to her back. 
Glittering vambraces encircled her forearms; I had only ever seen 
such armor made from leather before, and the intricate patterns 


FORSAKEN 
stamped into the metal were so complicated my head ached to 
look at them. 

She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and I found 
myself stumbling over the familiar ground, unable to take my eyes 
from her. 

I finally realized where she was taking me, as she led me out 
past the fields toward the edge of our land, and I slowed, questions 
buzzing in my mind. But she only looked over her shoulder, and I 
all but ran to catch up. 

To call it a pond was generous, as it was only a few feet wide 
and maybe a foot deep, but it was secluded, cut off from the rest 
of the farm by a fence of scrubby pines, and so it was my favorite 
place to be alone, when the misery of home grew too much and I 
needed to escape. 

I wondered briefly how she knew of it. 

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice trembling. 

She sat on one of the large, ungainly stones that erupted from 
the ground near the pond, as regal and elegant as a queen upon a 
throne. “I am a friend.” 

Even her voice was dazzling, and I found myself swaying 
toward it. “Why?” I managed through clumsy lips. 

“I am here to help you.” 

“Help me?” I shook my head, trying to think past the bemused 
fog in my mind. “Help me with what?” 

“There is evil in the world, Reyce.” Her voice was gentle and 
mournful, and I yearned to say anything she wished to ease her 
sadness. “A great darkness, which threatens to destroy all I love, 
all you could love. I’ve come to prepare you for it.” 

Great darkness?1 closed my eyes, trying to clear my muddled 
thoughts; it was difficult to focus past her intoxicating beauty. “But 
I’m only ten.” 

“You won't always be ten.” I opened my eyes, and she smiled 
at me. The entire night was filled with sudden, blinding light. 
“One day you will be a man, and others will look to you to lead 
them. You're already different, aren’t you? So unlike your brothers 
and sisters.” 

I thought of blue flames and swallowed in abrupt fear, 
retreating a step away from her. “How do you know that?” 
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“I know many things.” Her eyes gleamed in the moonlight, 
seeing far too much. She held out a hand to me, offering. “And I 
will teach them all to you.” 

I stared at her, torn between the prudent fear that urged me 
back toward my bed, and my curious desire to throw myself at her 
feet in rapture. I bit my cheek in indecision. “Who are you, 
really?” 

“T have told you. I am a friend.” 

“But what is your name?” I insisted. 

“I suppose, if you must call me a name, you may call me Lady.” 

Logic told me that I should run, fleeing back to the relative 
safety of my house on the hill. But I was a Rose, and we did not 
give in to fear- we stared it down, defiant and unyielding. If the 
others could face the terror that reigned over our lives without 
flinching, then surely I could handle this woman- no matter how 
beautiful she was. 

I took her hand. 

I half-expected her touch to reduce me to ashes, and sighed in 
relief to find her grip warm and human, her fingers calloused. She 
laughed at my expression, and I blushed a little for my thoughts. 

She released my hand, and pulled the bow and quiver from 
her shoulders, handing them to me. The wood felt smooth and 
firm beneath my fingers, and I grinned as I gripped it, feeling 
somehow stronger than I ever had before. 

She taught me how to string it, and draw it back, the muscles 
in my arms straining, aiming for a tree maybe twenty paces away. 
The sound the arrows made as they whistled through the air was 
like music, and the alluring aroma of the Lady as she corrected my 
stance bedazzled my senses. 

The moon traveled almost too quickly across the sky, and she 
at last returned me to the house with only a few hours left until 
dawn. The others hadn’t stirred, and I made my way between 
them carefully, slipping back into the bed to fall immediately 
asleep. 

In the morning, I thought that I had dreamed it all, the Lady 
and the lesson, though my arms still ached. I wanted to weep, 
certain I would never see her again. But she returned that night, 
and the next, leading me out each time to the pond to teach me. 
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Her lessons varied as the nights passed into months, and then 
into a year. She taught me archery, until I could strike a pinecone 
from over a hundred paces by only starlight, knocking it from a 
branch high overhead. She taught me swordplay, which I enjoyed 
even more than archery, the heaviness of the blade a comforting 
weight in my hand. She taught me to read the stars, and the earth, 
to track both animals and the passage of men, to listen to the calm, 
still voice of the world. I never grew tired in her presence; though 
I got little sleep, I was never exhausted from it, and performed the 
same in the day as I did at night. 

I do not know how much of what she taught me was magic, 
though it seemed I lived those days bewitched. I do know that she 
was always beautiful, and she always dazzled me, no matter how 
often I saw her face. She spoke to me often of great darkness, but 
there were no shadows when I was with her, only light. 

And I could not help but love her for it. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 


KRYSSA 


Northwestern Valory 
22 Narens 576A.F. 


I aged slowly, and for that I can be grateful, for it meant that 
Father did not notice as I finally blossomed into womanhood. I 
have no doubts that, had he thought of it, he would have sold me 
without a second’s hesitation, to alleviate the growing debt of the 
farm- but he did not, for I still appeared much younger than I 
actually was. But for all my youthful appearance, I was no longer 
a child. 

Vitric taught me that. 

He continued to follow me whenever I cleaned his mother’s 
house, his perpetual presence both irritating and confusing me. I 
met his questions and curiosity with stony silence, listened to his 
outlandish stories with reluctant interest. He gave me gifts of 
flowers, which I cast aside with strange regret. 

I knew nothing of friendship, much less courtship, and so did 
not understand his fascination with me. 

The summer I turned seventeen, his interest increased. He 
followed me constantly whenever I came to the village, though 
his mother and I both glared at him in disapproval. He bought me 
gifts of candies from the general goods store, gave me tiny 
fireworks to take home to my brothers and sisters. The 
nervousness he created in me grew; though I tried to avoid him, 
he always found me. 

Since Renic’s death, I had grown accustomed to walking the 
distance between the village and our farm, and found it peaceful 
and pleasant. The late summer days were warm, the sky brilliant 
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and beautiful, golden shafts of light spearing through the branches 
of the trees. 

I was smiling to myself as I returned home, my pockets heavy 
with the coin I had made that day. Allis’ eldest daughter had 
married a woodcutter and had hired me to clean her house after I 
was done with her mother’s. I contemplated what I would spend 
the money on: a new kettle for our meals or new shingles for our 
roof, which continued to leak during heavy rain. 

“Hello, Kryssa.” 

My good mood vanished as Vitric appeared beside me. I glared 
at him, stopping in the middle of the road. “What do you want?” 

He smiled, used to my unfriendliness. “It’s a beautiful day for 
a walk, isn’t it?” 

I crossed my arms over my chest and scowled, waiting. 

“I was thinking I might walk you home.” 

My eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why?” 

“Because I want to.” He shrugged. “Isn’t that enough?” 

I shook my head. “Go home, Vitric.” 

His smile turned strained. “I really would like to walk you 
home.” 

“No.” I turned on my heel and began walking away, convinced 
that would be the end of it. 

He grabbed my arm and spun me around. The charming smile 
was gone, replaced by honest frustration. “Why won't you let me 
be nice to you? What’s wrong with us being friends?” 

His grip on my arm pressed on a bruise, making it ache, but I 
refused to let him see the pain it caused me. I simply stared at him, 
my emotions swirling within me, too fast and confusing to sort 
out. He was close to me, close enough that I could smell his skin, 
could see the way his eyes shifted between blue and grey. He had 
grown tall and broad-shouldered while I had been busy not 
noticing him, and I found myself itching to touch the sun-kissed 
hair that curled over his collar. 

My chest began to ache, and I realized I wasn’t breathing. 

Vitric swore and released my arm. “Fine. I’m sorry. I shouldn't 
have bothered you. I'll leave you alone from now on.” He started 
back toward the village. 

A familiar emotion wriggled through the others- guilt. He had 
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only ever tried to be nice to me; it really was unfair that I had 
treated him this way. “Wait.” 

He paused, turned back toward me. 

“I- I'm sorry.” The words were painful, but I made myself say 
them. “I don’t have any friends. I- I don’t know what to do.” 

His smile was lopsided. “Being friends is easy. You just talk, 
and the other person listens.” 

He wants to know my secrets. 1 shoved the thought away. 
“About what?” 

“Anything. Everything. Books you’ve read, places you've 
been. What you did today.” 

He was standing too close to me again, and there was a glint 
in his eye. He was stealing all of my air. “You really want to talk 
about the floors I scrubbed in your sister’s house? Or the number 
of weeds I pulled out of your mother’s garden?” 

He chuckled. “Sure.” He gently touched my cheek. “Do you 
want to talk about it?” 

“Not really,” I breathed. I was frozen in place, unable to move 
as his face slowly lowered, and his lips found mine. I did not react; 
I couldn’t. Every intense, devastating feeling I'd ever known 
cascaded through me, focused to a fine, needle-sharp point. 

Kryssa? Brannyn’s presence in my mind, concerned. I pushed 
him back out hastily. 

Vitric stopped kissing me, and the separation was a relief, and 
yet I ached with the sudden loss. 

“['m- Im sorry,” he muttered, his cheeks flaming. “I- I just 
thought you might, you know, like me. Like I like you. I’m sorry.” 

I swallowed, forcing myself to breathe as I raised my fingertips 
to my lips. “I- I, um-” 

His shoulders hunched defensively. “’m sorry.” He turned 
away. 

“Vitric.” This time it was I who reached out to him, my fingers 
clutching the sleeve of his shirt, forcing him to look at me. “Can- 
can you do that again?” 

His grin was lightning fast, and he pulled me into his arms, his 
mouth covering mine. I kissed him back, twining my fingers at last 
into his soft hair. He tasted of sunlight and warm honey, and it 
seemed I had been starved for him my whole life. When we at last 
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broke apart, we were both breathing heavily, our bodies aching in 
ways neither of us fully understood. 

We didn’t speak; I don’t know what we would have said in 
that moment anyway. He took my hand, smiling as he laced his 
fingers with mine. I was still confused, my heart beating wildly in 
my chest, my head strangely light. I still did not know if I even 
liked him. 

But I let him walk me home. 
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My stolen moments with Vitric became yet another of my secrets, 
although it was infinitely preferable to the others I kept. I do not 
know why I did not tell my siblings, for Iam sure they would have 
understood, and been glad for my happiness. Perhaps it was 
because, for the first time, I had something that was wholly 
wonderful and mine, and I selfishly had no desire to share. 
Perhaps it was because I had no wish to untangle the knot of 
emotion that Vitric caused whenever he was near me, did not 
want to examine my feelings and tear them apart and see what 
lurked beneath, and I worried they would force me to. 

Whatever the reason, I did not tell them, nor did I tell Vitric 
our secrets, though I think that he guessed. He ceased to ask me 
about the bruises that covered my arms, but his frowns spoke 
volumes, and I could see the worry building in his eyes. When the 
concern grew too great, I would kiss him until he forgot it again, 
preventing questions I could not answer. 

Summer faded into fall. Our harvest was better that year than 
it had been since our mother had died, though our father had at 
last given up any pretense of caring at all for the farm, or for his 
children. I spent more time in the village, though the extra work 
I took on was truly just an excuse to see Vitric, rather than a desire 
to make a few more coins. 

Winter came, bitter and cold; I barely noticed. I battled waist- 
deep drifts of snow, trekking to the village each day in the hopes 
that I might see Vitric. He rarely disappointed me, slipping away 
from his house to kiss me in the woods, warming me for the long 
walk home. 
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Spring arrived at last, melting away the snows. With it came 
the peddlers, and news from other places, which Vitric passed on 
to me during our lingering walks home. There was unrest in the 
capital of Val Estus, and famine in Cardoza. A university in the 
far-off kingdom of Tante had been closed due to a war I didn’t 
understand, and its students were rioting- but the news made little 
sense to me. My entire world for so long had been the farm and 
the village and the mile between them, that I barely remembered 
the maps Janis had shown to me when I was little. 

Vitric saw this and bought a map from one of the peddlers to 
show me. We sat beneath the great trees in a small clearing, my 
head cradled on his shoulder as he explained the vast expanse of 
the world to me. The day was warm and languorous, the air filled 
with the drowsy scent of roses in bloom as he planned out his 
dreams for us to explore the world together. 

“We'll travel to Tante and see the Mirama Falls.” His eyes were 
green today, and bright with excitement. “Then we'll go to 
Omvaliveysh in the Ice Flats and see the ice palace of the Elves.” 

I smiled, remembering. “I'll have to get a pegasus for my 
sister.” 

“We'll get a pegasus for each of them.” He grinned and kissed 
the tip of my nose. “Then we can go to Cardoza and see the Royal 
University.” 

“What about Cynvali? I thought you wanted to look for that 
lost city of gold.” 

“Del Keptrah? We'll do that first.” His arm tightened around 
me. “Just let me know when you're ready to leave.” 

I swallowed, reality settling like a heavy weight onto my 
shoulders. It was a pretty fantasy, one I yearned for- but how could 
I leave the others, when Father’s black moods were becoming all 
the more frequent? He raised his fists and his voice nearly every 
night, raining hate down upon us like hailstones. He had found a 
short horse whip somewhere- we never knew where he had 
acquired it- and used it to strike at us, catching us around the legs 
and shoulders when we upset him, leaving stinging marks of fire 
on our skin. He did not even weep anymore when his rages 
finished, but simply collapsed, his eyes hollow and vacant. 

How could I abandon my brothers and sisters to his cruelty? 
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I longed for the dream Vitric spun before me, but I could not 
leave. He pressed me for promises, and I could only kiss him 
helplessly, unable to speak, knowing anything I said would be 
empty. 

Summer drew closer, and with it, my eighteenth birthday. 
Vitric’s kisses grew more insistent, and I hesitated as he pushed 
me toward a step I was not ready to take. I had grown up on a 
farm; I had no illusions about the ways of men and women. But it 
was a step I was unsure of, one I worried over. If I were to get 
pregnant, Vitric and I would be forced to marry, and my siblings 
would be all alone. 

I was not ready- and in the end, it turned out not to matter. 
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KRYSSA 


Northwestern Valory 
13 Llares 577A.F. 


Reyce’s twelfth birthday dawned bright and beautiful, though 
threatening clouds quickly rolled in to darken the sky. I hastily 
took my leave of Vitric in the woods, determined to make it home 
before the rain. I clutched a plain box to my chest, encasing my 
gift for my brother: a whole cake iced with pink sugar, made for 
us by the Widow Ellisa, a treat none of us had had in years. I 
smiled as I made my way down the rutted path to the farm, my 
heart light. 

The rain began to fall as I arrived, and I hurried inside. The 
others were waiting for me, gathered around Reyce. His arms were 
full of Kylee’s gift- a squirming kitten, which purred loudly as he 
stroked its grey fur. 

He beamed up at me as I entered, shaking rain from my hair. 
“Kryssa, Kylee got me a kitten!” 

“Yes, dear heart.” It had been my suggestion when she had 
come to me, fretting over her gift. “What will you name him?” 

“Tm not sure.” He lifted the kitten so I could see it. “What do 
you think?” 

I tilted my head, considering. “Well, the white stripe on its 
face looks kind of like a mask. What about Bandit?” 

“Bandit.” He grinned and hugged the kitten to his chest, 
looking so much like the child he should have been that for an 
instant I wanted to weep. 

Alyxen had crafted him an ornate box, painstaking engravings 
of his stories carved into each of the sides along with Reyce’s 
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name. He had worked on it for months, and his eyes warmed as 
our brother traced the carving of a family of squirrels, cleverly 
made to look like each of us, riding on dragons beneath the fragile, 
handmade hinges. 

Lanya’s gift was a new shirt, sewn from an old sheet I had been 
given by one of the villagers. She had embroidered intricate 
designs on the collar and cuffs, charms for luck and health and 
family. I had watched her make it, stitching by firelight long into 
the night after the others had gone to bed, her face rapt with 
concentration. She blushed when Reyce praised it as one of the 
most beautiful things he had ever owned, her eyes bright with 
pleasure. 

Brannyn presented him with his favorite dagger, a small 
child’s blade Father had given him before our mother died. He had 
struggled with parting with it, though it was useless to him now, 
and it hurt him to watch as Reyce tucked it into his belt. It was 
one of the few reminders we possessed of what had once been. 

At last, it was my turn. I handed him the box, watched his eyes 
go wide with delight as he opened it, the others crowding around 
him. 

“It’s a cake.” Alyxen’s voice was reverent. “You got him cake.” 

“It’s for all of us to share, but yes.” I smiled, pleased. “Happy 
birthday, Reyce.” 

His eyes glowed up at me; for a brief moment, I was blinded 
as brilliant white happiness poured into my mind. 

The front door slammed open, letting in the storm. 

The happiness vanished. 

Father stepped inside, water pouring from his skin, though it 
had failed to wash away the stench of ale, or the choking smell of 
the Crone’s potion that clung to him. He glared at us through 
narrowed, bloodshot eyes, his knuckles whitening on the whip as 
he shut the door. 

“What is all this?” he rasped, stepping forward to poke at the 
gifts on the table. Bandit mewed piteously, and his face darkened. 
“What are you doing?” 

I swallowed the familiar, choking fear. “It’s Reyce’s birthday, 
Father. We were just giving him his gifts.” 

“Gifts.” He sneered, picking up the ornately carved box. I saw 
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Alyxen’s hands clench into fists. “You call these gifts?” He tossed 
the box aside. It crashed to the floor, the delicate hinges snapping 
from the lid, so that it flew apart in two pieces. 

“Father.” I carefully pushed Kylee and Lanya behind me. 
“Perhaps you should go lay down. I'll bring your dinner in a 
moment-” 

“Shut up, you insolent cow.” He lifted the beautiful shirt and 
used it to mop the water and dirt from his face, staining it. Lanya 
let out a quiet sob as he dropped the shirt to the floor and stepped 
on it deliberately. 

Reyce sat at the table, white-faced and frozen, clutching the 
small kitten. 
in his lap protectively. 

And then Father spotted my cake. 

His face twisted with gleeful malice as he reached for it. My 
breath froze in my lungs, dread and certainty colliding, 
threatening to make me sick. I knew what was coming, could 
already see it building behind his eyes. Though I wanted to look 
away, I forced myself to watch as he carefully lifted the cake, his 
lips pursed in mocking contemplation. 

His gaze turned to me. “You did this.” 

I took a deep breath. “Yes, Father.” 

“You stole it.” It was not a question. 

I felt compelled to answer anyway. “No, Father. Widow Ellisa 
made it for me.” 

He snorted. “Why would anyone make anything for you?” 

“Father, please-” 

He smiled, viciously, the cake looking fragile and innocent in 
his large hand. “Please, what?” 

“Please, don’t do this.” My eyes burned with humiliating tears. 
I hated him, and more, I hated myself for begging. But Reyce’s face 
was so pale, and the others frightened to the verge of tears. 
Perhaps there was a little left in him that was still human; perhaps 
the monster would retreat for even a moment, and he would see 
us once again as his beloved children- 

His anger flashed, and he hurled the cake across the room. It 
smashed, raining into pieces on the floor, lovely pink frosting 
smearing down the wall. Father’s face was smug and satisfied, like 
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a spoiled child who had proven a point against an adult. 

My hatred lit like a blaze, cold and fierce and uncontrollable, 
burning away my tears and the ashes of my dead hopes. This man 
was not our father- he was a beast, a monster wearing Malachi’s 
face, empty of kindness, or compassion, or anything at all that 
would have made him human. 

Before I knew what I was doing, I had stepped around the 
table and struck him across the face. 

Father’s head snapped back, the sound of my slap echoing in 
the sudden dangerous silence. My hand stung, though I scarcely 
felt it, the air invigorating as I gulped it in, fear and fierce joy 
warring within me. His cheek flamed red, the mark of my palm 
clearly visible against the unhealthy pallor of his skin. 

I waited for the rage. 

It struck with the suddenness of a summer storm, his hands 
closing around my throat. I was sent flying, soaring through the 
air until I struck the wall. Dazed, I could only stare as Brannyn 
stepped forward to protect me and was knocked aside. Lanya 
yelled something, though I couldn’t understand it past the ringing 
in my ears, and Father uncurled his whip. The younger children 
cowered, afraid, and Brannyn was forced to step in front of them 
to protect them- away from me. 

Father glared, but Brannyn’s face was defiant, only a trace of 
his fear remaining. 

I tried to gain my feet, my vision wavering, worry for him 
forcing me to intervene. “Brannyn.” 

“No.” His jaw was set stubbornly. “I won’t. Not this time.” 

Brannyn. | let him feel my fear- not for myself, but for them. 
Some of the defiance left his gaze, and he nodded. 

The others quietly began making their way to our room, their 
faces unsure and frightened and angry. Brannyn was careful to 
keep himself between them and Father’s whip, but his eyes 
remained on my face. I could sense the indecision tearing at him, 
and so I only let him feel my worry for the others, and not how 
afraid I was to be left alone. 

At last, the door closed behind them, the sound of the lock 
loud in the quiet. 

Father looked at me, a half-mad smile on his face. “You can do 
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that, can you? Just look at them, and they do whatever you want.” 
He took two steps forward and grabbed me by my hair, twisting 
until my knees buckled. “Stupid bitch,” he growled, his eyes feral 
and savage. “You should have let them stay. Now I can only hurt 
you.” 

“Tll never let you hurt them,” I managed, teeth clenched 
against the pain in my head. “T’'ll kill you first.” 

“Worthless whore,” he hissed. I barely had time to brace 
before the whip cracked down, leaving a trail of fire across my 
back. “How dare you talk to me like that? How dare you?” He 
struck me again, and again, the whip whistling as it sailed through 
the air before biting deep into my flesh. 

I closed my eyes against the pain, trying to take myself away, 
to think of Vitric and his sea-colored eyes so the others wouldn’t 
feel me suffer. He would stop soon; he always did. 

But the blows continued, on and on. 

I felt something warm and wet begin to trickle down my back, 
the pain growing white-hot as it clawed at me with greedy fingers. 
The vision of Vitric wavered and vanished as my knees buckled 
completely. I grabbed blindly for the whip, to stop it, and it ripped 
the skin from my hands as Malachi yanked it out of my grasp. 

I collapsed into a ball on the floor, trying to make myself 
smaller and smaller, unable to hear over the sound of blood 
rushing in my ears. Pain sang through my bones like music, and I 
prayed that he would finish, that the beating would end at last. 

He kicked me, and I dimly heard him shouting. “Scream, damn 
you!” 

I tried to take myself away, to think of Vitric’s eyes and voice 
and touch, but it was slipping away. I could not remember his face 
or who he was. I forgot my siblings, my resolve, even my own 
name. All I knew was the pain, endless, constant, eternal. The 
screams built, suffocating me, until they burst through, tearing at 
my throat. 

And still the beating continued. 

I was going to die; I knew that now. I welcomed it, begged for 
it. [may have even screamed for it, I do not know. All I knew was 
that I would have given anything to make the torment end. 
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REYCE 


Rose Farm, Northwestern Valory 


Kryssa’s screams were ripping through my soul, stripping all that 
was good in the world from me until there was nothing left but 
ugliness. I shook with fear and rage and bitter hatred, her pain 
building like a crescendo in my head. 

My hand was clenched around the dagger on my belt, the cool 
hilt comforting in my grip. I knew how much it had grieved 
Brannyn to part with it, how much he treasured it for the memory 
of our family when it was happy. I envied him the remembrance, 
for all of my memories were of fear. How many times had my 
father shouted that he hated me for killing my mother, when I 
would have given anything for him to have looked at me even 
once with love? 

Kryssa’s hoarse screams tortured me, scattering my thoughts. 
I had no memory of my mother, only of Kryssa’s face. Her words, 
soft and gentle; even my first memory was of her voice in my 
mind. 

Please wake up. Come back to us. 

I loved her as I would have loved my mother and clung to her 
comfort whenever I was afraid. She was my protector, strong and 
fair and wonderful. 

And he was killing her. 

The Lady had spoken of great darkness- but how could I face 
it, when I was so afraid of the shadow that haunted my life? I was 
too weak, too timid, unable to stare down the monster that was 
hurting my sister, shouting savage curses over her cries. 

I closed my eyes and summoned my will. J do not want to be 
afraid. 

My mind calmed, my thoughts suddenly clear of all but 
purpose as I stood and walked to the door. I shoved Brannyn and 
Lanya aside somehow, and opened it, only dimly aware of the fear 
on their faces as they staggered away from me. I could feel their 
minds, faint and distant as they reached toward mine, but my 
thoughts were hard like diamonds, and I could not hear them. 

The dagger was clenched in my hand as I stepped into the 
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great room, and I gazed at the man beating Kryssa, knowing that 
his reign of terror and hate had at last come to an end. 
I would not let my sister die. 


KRYSSA 


There is a moment, on the brink of certain death, where we 
suddenly remember strange things. It was there that I found the 
memory of my mother, her sapphire eyes holding mine as she 
faded away. Kryssa, youll take care of them for me, wont you? 
Promise me you will. 

I'm sorry, Mama. I failed. I can't protect them from this. You 
left me alone, and now Im going to die. 

The blows stopped, abruptly. 

I was too beaten to move, my back wet and warm. Heat 
hammered against my face. Someone was speaking to me, but their 
words were far away, echoing in my mind until they were jumbled 
and confusing. 

Kryssa! Kryssa, we have to go! 

Lanya? My mind wavered at the edge of oblivion, struggling 
to escape. I knew I should protect her from my torment, but I 
could no longer remember why. 

Brannyn, you have to come get her. I don’t think she can 
stand. 

I cant. Reyce. 

Reyce? The fear in his voice pulled me back from the lake of 
nothingness my mind threatened to drown in. My skin was too 
hot, and my lungs began to ache. What’s happened to Reyce? 

I could feel their reluctance, their hesitation. It frightened me, 
so that I fought through the waves of pain, uncurling myself on 
the floor and pushing myself to my knees. Reyce? 

My eyes hurt to open. The light was wrong, staggered black 
shadows and intense reddish flames. My hands touched something 
slick and wet and dark, and I followed the line of it, oddly 
detached, to where it pooled beneath the fallen form of my father. 
The hilt of a dagger, dazzling in the strange light, protruded from 
his back. 
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I choked and shuddered. His chest moved, faintly, and I 
looked away, unable to understand what I was seeing. Reyce? 
Even in my head, I sounded shrill and terrified. 

Leave him. The white light of his thoughts was brutal and 
cold, and chilled me to my bones even in the oppressive heat. Let 
him die. It’s the same as he would do for us. As he almost just did 
to you. 

“Reyce,” I croaked, tears running down my cheeks, burning as 
they found the scratches on my face. I had failed to protect him; I 
had failed my promise. 

The monster had won, after all. 

Lanya’s hands were on my arms, struggling to help me rise, 
her golden, gentle touch insistent as she urged me to hurry. Agony 
crashed over me like a wave, and I retched, my body violently 
protesting movement. 

Brannyn, you have to help her, she can't- 

My mind struggled to focus. Something was wrong with the 
light; it was too bright for candles, in the wrong area for the 
fireplace. Why couldn’t I remember? 

Brannyn! 

I'm coming, but you have to take Reyce. 

Reyce. The darkness tried to swallow me. Reyce, what have 
you done? 

He wont hurt you anymore. That blank, furious coldness, 
hurting me, making me gasp, so that I coughed and choked as the 
stench of smoke filled my senses, each spasm unbearable. 

Then Brannyn was beside me, lifting me gently. Comforting 
darkness washed over me, and at last I knew no more. 
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BRANNYN 


Northwestern Valory 
13 Llares 577A.F. 


I cursed the rain as I trudged through it, wet and miserable and 
half-blind as icy droplets dripped from my hair into my eyes. 
Kryssa was still as death, and my arms trembled and burned from 
her weight, my hands warm with her blood. I focused on putting 
one foot in front of the other as I stumbled along the muddy road, 
my face and feet growing cold and numb, the night black and 
unfriendly around us. 

I could not forget that awful moment when Reyce had shoved 
me from his path, unnaturally strong, his face emotionless as he 
had walked into the great room and plunged the dagger into our 
father’s back. Father had screamed and fallen to the floor, trying 
to crawl away, though Lanya said that the blade had pierced his 
lung. Reyce had watched, apathetic, until our father had at last 
collapsed, and then turned his gaze on me. 

His eyes had been completely black. 

There was nothing human in them. All the color had been 
drained from them, consumed by that terrible darkness. The smell 
of charred earth had surrounded me, and I had recoiled, my stark 
terror bursting through my hands in blue flames and setting the 
house to blazing around us. 

Bright white light touched my mind, the pain of it piercing 
through my thoughts and bringing me back to the moment. I 
glanced at Reyce, nearly shuddering with relief to find his eyes 
normal once more. 

Our father is dead, Brannyn. Our concern now must remain 
only for the living. 
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I shook my head, pushing him out of it, and kept walking. 

The Crone’s house loomed before us at last, the windows lit 
from within like malevolent eyes. Lanya hurried ahead of us to 
knock, so that the rest of us arrived as the door opened. 

I had always hated the Crone. She frightened me when I was 
small, her skin sallow and sunken so that her face resembled a 
death’s-head, except for the gleaming black of her eyes, which 
reminded me of shiny black beetles. 

But the nightmares she had given me as a child were nothing 
compared to the one she had forced us to live with for the last 
eight years. I glared as she gazed at us, her face expressionless. 

“Do you have payment?” she asked at last. 

“Kryssa’s hurt,” Lanya pleaded. “You have to help her.” 

The Crone’s lips thinned. “I help no one without payment.” 

I stepped forward, fury bubbling dangerously through my 
veins. “How about your life?” I asked, in what I thought to be a 
reasonable tone. Malice scraped at my bones. “You save our sister, 
and maybe I won’t kill you for all the damage you’ve caused.” 

The Crone blanched, her calm shattered by my rage, and I 
shouldered past her into her house, the others crowding in behind 
me. She stared after us, remaining in the doorway, hesitant and 
muttering to herself. 

The table in the great room was completely covered in the 
detritus of the woman’s trade: bottles of all sizes, jars of powders 
and ointments, scraps of parchment, dried herbs and insects and 
things I didn’t even want to begin to guess the nature of. Alyxen, 
sensing my intention, cleared the surface of it with a sweep of his 
arm, sending the objects flying, many of them shattering as they 
hit the floor. 

The Crone jerked, wanting to protest but clearly afraid. 

I laid Kryssa on her stomach upon the questionably clean 
surface, grimacing as I peeled my hand from her wounds. Her back 
looked even worse in the lurid light of the Crone’s fireplace, blood 
caked to her shirt, which hung from her in ragged strips. Even in 
sleep, which normally severed our connection, I could still feel her 
pain, beating against me like a fist. 

“Where- where is Malachi?” the Crone managed finally. 

I glanced at her. “He’s dead.” 
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“Dead?” Her voice dropped to a whisper, as if she didn’t 
understand. “He’s dead?” 

“Yes.” 

“H- how?” 

“We killed him.” My voice was flat. 

She stared at me blankly. “Why?” 

“Why? Why?”I took two strides and grabbed the old woman 
by the neck, forcing her to look at my sister. “Why the hell do you 
think? You’ve fed him those damn potions for years until there 
was nothing left! He nearly killed Kryssa tonight, and for what?”I 
shook her, and shoved her toward the table, disgusted. “If you still 
want your damn payment, you’re welcome to try to get it from 
him, but we’ve already paid enough for what you’ve done.” 

She stood still for a moment, staring down at Kryssa’s injuries, 
and then her head bowed in defeat. “You'll have to cut the shirt 
from her.” 

Lanya knelt, and picked up a long, slim knife from the debris 
littering the floor, using her skirts to clean it before beginning the 
task. 

The Crone’s expression grew pained as she saw the extent of 
the damage. “Did Malachi truly do this?” 

“Of course he did,” Kylee snapped, speaking for the first time 
since we had left the farm. She still held Reyce’s kitten, Bandit, in 
her hands. “Who else but a monster would have done something 
like this?” 

“He’s your father,” she protested weakly. “You shouldn't speak 
of him that way.” 

“ll speak of him however I wish.” Her chin jerked up, defiant. 
“And he wasn’t our father. He hasn’t been since our mother died.” 

“You needed him. You were just children.” 

“We haven't been children since Janis died,” Alyxen corrected 
her. 

Her shoulders slumped, as if weighed down by the hard stares 
aimed at her. “I was trying to help you. I thought he would at least 
be able to keep you all fed.” 

“You should have just let him die,” Reyce said quietly. “It 
would have been better.” 

I sat in a chair beside the table, listening to the others and 
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trying to bottle my own hatred, watching as Lanya gently cut the 
shirt from Kryssa’s back. Whatever the Crone had done, I 
promised myself I would forgive her if she only saved my sister. 


KRYSSA 


Crone’s House, Northwestern Valory 


I woke to familiar agony, dim lights, and hushed, angry voices. I 
thought I almost recognized the shadows surrounding me, and I 
struggled to turn my head, peering groggily around the room. I 
was lying on my stomach, and every movement I made sent lances 
of fire racing down my tortured back. 

Cool hands touched my face, gentle but firm; someone spoke 
calmly in female tones. I couldn’t understand the words but 
grasped their meaning: Jie still. 

I reached out toward my brother. Brannyn? 

Here. His brilliant red was muted with exhaustion. 

Pain threatened to drown me again at any moment. Where? 

The Crone’s. You’re- you're hurt. 

Others? 

Fine. 

Memory nudged me, something unclear, something I had seen 
before giving in to the pain. Reyce? 

Hesitation. The... episode... seems to be over. 

Episode? Confused, I tried again to move, and was held in 
place. What? 

Later. You need to rest. 

The question hovered between us, dreadful and daunting, but 
I forced myself to ask. Father? 

Dead. He said it flatly, the implication enough to stun me. I 
could sense the confused whirl of his emotions for just a brief 
moment, before he blocked me out. The monster has been slain; 
our concern now must remain only for the living. 

Something touched my back, searing my skin, and I 
convulsed, screaming, everything else lost from my mind. Lanya’s 
golden touch surrounded me, trying to shield me. I felt ashamed, 
knowing I should be the one protecting her, but I couldn’t focus 
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my thoughts enough to even try. 

Burning, and I screamed again. 

It seemed all my world was agony. I whimpered, helpless, my 
cries hoarse and pitiful as the pieces of my shirt were pulled from 
tattered flesh. 

Something cool was pressed to my lips; a few drops of 
heavenly liquid splashed onto my tongue. It tasted of poppies and 
starlight, warming me, calming me, making me forget my hurt and 
my heartache. I smiled, the pain receding, and opened my eyes to 
stare up at Lanya, her hair a golden halo in the firelight. What was 
that? 

The potion the Crone used to give Father. She only gave you 
a small amount, for the pain. 

The potion- Something was wrong, I could feel it, beneath the 
clouds spinning through my mind. Something I had forgotten, 
something terrible, the awful price of drinking a potion to forget- 

Kryssa?| heard her concern, worried for the strain in my mind 
as my emotions overflowed into her. 

What had I forgotten? It was so important- 

Kryssa, it’s alright- 

The potion Father took. The Crone’s eyes, guilt stricken. Wil/ 
you honor our arrangement, Malachi? 

I thrashed, reaching out blindly. Someone spoke sharply, their 
words incomprehensible, their meaning clear. It did not matter. 
My hand caught the wrist of the Crone, and, without knowing 
how I was able, I forced myself inside her mind. She had never 
trained to shield her thoughts as we had, and so she was unable to 
prevent my abrupt intrusion into her disturbing secrets. 

I found her sadness for the death of Malachi, and Janis, and my 
mother, and many more, a long list of ghosts she grieved for, 
cursing the Gods for taking them. Twining through that grief, 
subtle and treacherous, was her fear: fear of death, of Ca’erlyssa, 
of Sirius and all that came with the ending of her life. I followed 
that fear and found darkness. She had sought out the shades of the 
fallen Elder Gods, those corrupted, wicked beings whose mere 
mention was blasphemy, and had offered them worship in acts so 
profane I thought I would go mad from mere knowledge of them. 
And, in return, they had offered her what she wanted most, at the 
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cost of her soul: immortality. 

Life is fragile, Wild Rose. 

Since my mother’s death, I had come to think of my Father as 
evil; the violence, the hate, the uncontrolled rage were all, in my 
innocence, a sign of it. But in the Crone’s mind I at last learned 
the truth. Evil did not wear my father’s face- it wore the Crone’s. 

She had murdered our mother. 

She had made the choice shortly after the twins were born. 
She needed them to fulfill the requirements of the Elder Gods: one 
to serve as a vessel for her spirit, the other to feed it, and thus gain 
her immortality. She had intended to take Kylee’s body for her 
own, trapped at the moment it was filled with youth- her 
sixteenth birthday- and then devour Alyxen to sustain it. 

She had known our mother would not be able to resist her 
vision of a sixth child; a slip of her hand during Reyce’s birth, and 
our mother had died when she might have lived. It was there, in 
her mind- the knowledge that Adelie had not been beyond saving, 
despite what Janis and I had believed. 

It had been a simple thing then, to feed Malachi the potions. 
Cattakasha, she called it, the vile drug which had created both his 
apathy and his cruelty. She had nurtured his addiction until he 
could no longer care for us, and gladly traded my brother and sister 
for its darkness. 

I fought through my horror to find my rage, tearing through 
the Crone’s mind. I cared nothing for her guilt or fear or regret, 
thinking only of my family. I would rip these memories from her, 
take her mind from her, and leave her hollow and empty and 
alone, unable to hurt any of us ever again. 


LANYA 


I could scarcely breathe as the images of horror and atrocity passed 
through me. I felt the Crone’s overwhelming fear of her mortality, 
experienced Kryssa’s unfiltered hatred as if it were my own. The 
idea of my siblings being tortured, murdered, and worse clawed at 
my sanity. 

I couldn’t stand the pain, my sister’s rabid madness filling me 
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with agony. I would do anything to make it end, to be free of the 
panic and terror that left me weak and frozen. 

The knife was still in my hand, and I stared at it as if it were 
held by a stranger. 

I had to end Kryssa’s suffering. 


KRYSSA 


The Crone’s mind was dark and jumbled, and I lashed out at it, 
wanting viciously to cause her as much pain as she had brought 
us. I would strip her of even the knowledge of her name; when I 
was done, death would seem like a blessing. 

Her thoughts froze, going suddenly dim, fading, pulling me 
down toward something final and frightening. I jerked back inside 
myself, my ears ringing in the abrupt quiet. The hands that had 
held me were gone, and I twisted, pushing myself up, ignoring my 
agony. 

The Crone gaped at me, blood pouring from her throat. Her 
hands were coated with it as she tried, desperately and futilely, to 
hold in her life as her knees buckled. She fell to the floor, her chest 
rising once, and then falling, to rise no more. 

I looked up at Lanya. Her face was bone-white, her eyes and 
glassy and wild as blood dripped from her hands. 

There are times when we truly believe that if we do not speak 
of something, then we can pretend for a while that it did not 
happen, and live in the illusion that the harsh, ugly reality is not 
real, but merely a dream. 

Which is why, for a long, long time, we simply sat in that 
room, staring at the crumpled, lifeless body of the Crone, and 
listened to the aching silence. 
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CAMP OF THE 
DARKLING PRINCE 
COSNGCO™ 


These men are nothing 
but glorified thieves and bandits. 
We should set fire to the whole 
of the Darkling Wood, 
rather than let them live in it. 


-A report given to General Ethran 
of the Imperial Legions of Valory 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


BRANNYN 


Desperation, Northwestern Valory 
14 Llares 577A.F. 


Kryssa wept. 
For years, Kryssa had been our shield, protecting us from our 


father, willingly shouldering the burdens of raising the rest of us 
while still a child herself. She had remained in Desperation, living 
through our nightmare on the farm, though deep down we knew 
she could have left at any time. She had worked for pennies to 
provide us with a home, had gone hungry so that we could eat, 
had taken our beatings and abuse without complaint. I had done 
my best to follow her example, though my anger seethed beneath 
my skin, and I couldn’t seem to match her serenity. 

She had endured all our suffering so that we could remain 
warm and safe and whole, and through it all she had never cried, 
never let us see her pain- but even she could only take so much. 
Between our father and the Crone, it is a wonder her mind didn’t 
simply shatter. 

And so Kryssa wept as the rest of us were left reeling, shocked 
and heartsick by her dark secrets. Her heartbreak pounded against 
us, wretched and pathetic, for what felt like hours; we could only 
stare at her tears and silently grieve. Her mind was caught and 
confused, filled with thoughts not her own, and it troubled me, 
more so even that the inflamed, vicious wounds of her back, jagged 
lines that seeped blood and agony. We had never tried to enter 
another’s mind, and to intrude upon one so perverse and corrupted 
had torn something in her, something I feared would never heal. 

At last, fear of infection overpowered our paralyzing horror. 
Lanya and Alyxen began to tend to her wounds, struggling to hold 


RKS HOBBS 
her down when she fought them. I looked away, unable to watch 
as they carefully wiped blood from her back with damp rags. 

Kylee cowered in a corner, her face deathly pale as she curled 
herself protectively around the kitten. Her mind was so tightly 
shielded I could not even gain a glimmer of her thoughts, but the 
rigid lines of her body made it clear that she wanted to be left 
alone. 

My gaze fell on Reyce, who stood stiffly by the window, 
staring out at the grey dawn. His shoulders were hunched and 
shaking, and he flinched each time Kryssa screamed. 

“Reyce.” My voice sounded rusty, and I cleared my throat. 
“Reyce.” 

He turned, his sapphire eyes dark and haunted, and I knew I 
must look the same. What had we suffered through, to turn us into 
living ghosts? 

I jerked my head toward the door. He nodded, and we headed 
outside, into the chill mist that lingers after a night of rain. Even 
in the early light, I knew the sky would remain grey that day. It 
was only appropriate. After such a night, sunshine would have 
been a mockery. 

We turned toward the lean-to that acted as the Crone’s stable. 
Reyce smiled briefly at Teodore’s cheerful welcome, letting the 
ancient pony nuzzle at him in affection. It was a glimpse of the 
child he had been only the day before, and I watched with regret 
as it vanished into the grim purpose his face had held since 
Kryssa’s first scream. 

“Reyce.” 

He jerked a shoulder. “I’m fine, Brannyn. Stop worrying over 
me.” 

“No.” I kept my expression calm, though my hands trembled. 
“We need to talk about what happened.” 

“I- I don’t-” He took a deep breath, fear clouding his eyes. “I 
don’t know.” 

“You were screaming.” It had been terrifying. “Words, or they 
sounded like words. I don’t know what they meant.” 

He tensed, though his hands remained gentle on Teodore’s 
neck. “I don’t remember. They didn’t have any meaning.” 

My brow rose at the clear contradiction, though I didn’t point 
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it out to him. “You were glowing.” 

He gaped at me in surprise. “Really?” 

“Yes.” I held his gaze, my insides shaking at the memory of his 
eyes turning black and inhuman. “Is there anything you want to 
tell me?” 

He stared at me, unsure and afraid, and I wanted to pull him 
into my arms and rock him like I had when he was an infant. Then 
his face set once more in stubborn lines, and he shook his head. 
“No.” 

I sighed. For those who could share each other’s minds, we 
had a surfeit of secrets between us. “As you wish then. Pll send 
Kylee out to help you hitch the wagon. I want to get as far away 
from this cursed place as possible.” 

He tilted his head, confused by my sudden revulsion. “What 
will you be doing?” 

I swallowed against the urge to retch. “Burying the Crone.” 
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BRANNYN 


The Siriun Forest, Western Valory 
14 Llares 577A.F. - 18 Llares 577A.F. 


Burying the Crone was perhaps one of the most unpleasant and 
vile tasks I have ever undertaken, and so I will not dwell on it. It 
should satisfy the curious to know that I was violently sick several 
times, and that, when I finally stumbled back to the house from 
the shallow grave, I was more exhausted than I had ever been in 
my entire life. 

I thought briefly of returning to the farm to bury our father, 
but even the thought made my stomach revolt. I could not handle 
another corpse today, certainly not one of my own creation. The 
house that had been our prison would serve well enough for his 
grave, and I turned my thoughts back to my siblings. 

Kryssa had to be transferred to the wagon. Despite our careful 
efforts, it was a jarring movement. Thankfully, after one short, 
shrill scream, she fell unconscious, and we weren't forced to feel 
her pain as we tried to make her comfortable. The bandages 
beneath her shirt were already stained with blood, and I did my 
best not to look at them as we piled blankets around her. 

Provisions were packed, raiding the Crone’s stores for potions 
and food, packing a heavy trunk with blankets and clothing. We 
discovered more evidence of her dark magics, grotesque idols 
made from blood and wax to represent each of the Elder Gods, and 
grimly set them aside. 

I looked up from searching one of her cabinets, a question on 
my tongue about the nature of a potion labelled King Sever and 
found Lanya wavering in the middle of the room, her face pale as 
she stared at the blood on her hands. 
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“Lanya?” I stood slowly, the bottle still clutched in my hand. 
“Are you alright?” 

She turned her head toward me, her eyes glassy and unseeing. 
“So much blood,” she whispered. Her eyes rolled back in her head, 
and her knees buckled. I tossed the potion aside and ran to catch 
her before her head could hit the ground. 

Not knowing what else to do, I laid her on the table, staring at 
her in worry for long minutes before her eyes fluttered open again. 
“Brannyn?” 

“It’s alright.” I tried to be calm, not wanting her to know how 
much she’d frightened me. “Just rest a moment.” 

She flung herself at me, her arms wrapping around my neck as 
she burst into tears. I stood, frozen and terrified, unable to think 
of anything to say as she sobbed. The collar of my shirt grew damp 
and uncomfortable. 

“T killed her.” Her words were muffled by my shirt, and I 
strained to understand them. “I saw all of it, all those things she 
did. She was so scared, and lonely, and I- I just-” 

“Hush. It’s alright.” I patted her back awkwardly, wishing 
Kryssa was in any kind of condition to handle this in my place. 
“You saved us. The Crone was evil. You did the right thing.” 

“No.” Her hands fisted in my shirt, the blood on them almost 
garish against her pale skin. “I killed her. I couldn’t- I can’t-” 

“It’s over, Lanya.” I sighed, wishing my head would stop 
throbbing. “We have to keep going.” 

She looked up at me, her eyes red and tragic, her lips 
trembling. “I- I can’t-” 

“I found a map,” Alyxen announced, walking into the room 
with a heavy folded piece of parchment. He paused when he saw 
Lanya’s face. “You alright?” 

She sniffled and let go of my shirt to wipe at her face. “I’m 
fine.” 

He raised a brow in disbelief, but didn’t push her, perhaps 
sensing her fragility. “I found a map,” he repeated. 

We spread it on the table. It was worn, the edges marked with 
indecipherable writings. But it was a fair rendering of Valory and 
enabled us to roughly plot our course. Our mother’s family were 
healers; they still, as far as we knew, resided in Fallor. We would 
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take Kryssa there, and perhaps gain our footing. 

Beyond that, it was impossible to know what would become 
of us. 

Kylee and Reyce were standing near the edge of the trees as 
we walked out of the house carrying the trunk, and I frowned as I 
saw my brother’s pained expression. 

“We can’t keep Bandit,” he explained, his voice hitching as he 
held the kitten. “Kylee says it’s not fair to him.” 

“Why not?” 

Kylee looked at me, her eyes dry and hollow. “We don’t know 
how we're going to feed ourselves. It would only be selfish to bring 
a pet with us.” 

I shuddered away from her gaze, realizing what she meant; the 
kitten would be too easy an alternative if we ran out of food. So I 
simply nodded and turned away to put the trunk in the wagon. 
Kylee took the kitten from Reyce, murmuring to him before 
placing him on the ground. Bandit mewed once, piteously, before 
disappearing into the woods, and Reyce stared after him, looking 
lost and heartbroken. 

I climbed into the driver’s seat. There was only room for one 
of us to ride at a time, as the bed was full, and so the others would 
walk beside it until we rotated places. I clicked my tongue to 
Teodore, and we set out through the woods, keeping to the trees 
until we reached the road on the other side of the village. The 
ground was rough and rutted, leaving me feeling battered as the 
hours dragged on. I worried for Kryssa and kept Teodore at the 
slowest walk he could manage, easing over the uneven path. She 
moaned but didn’t wake. 

After a few hours, we changed places, and Kylee drove. As I 
walked, I studied her and the others, concerned that they might 
faint or break down as Lanya had, but though their eyes remained 
haunted and desolate, they seemed no more broken than I felt. 
Perhaps we were numbed by our shared trauma. 

We stopped at nightfall, building a small fire, and eating a little 
of our supplies. We left Kryssa in the wagon, and Lanya tended to 
her there with herbs and poultices as the rest of us prayed against 
infection. 

Finally, we slept, our exhaustion pulling us down beyond 
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dreams. We should have set watches, but we were unaware of 
such things then, and too exhausted to have kept them in any case. 
Thankfully, nothing ever came after us in the night. 

The following day dawned with unpleasant, chilling rain. We 
piled our cloaks and blankets over Kryssa, smothering her with 
the scent of damp wool in an effort to keep her dry, and pressed 
on. 

It is astonishing what we can endure when there is no other 
option. We walked for miles, our bellies aching with hunger, our 
skin growing cold and numbed from the rain. We rotated turns 
leading Teodore, who was surely too old for such a journey, and 
watched Kryssa mutter in her sleep with rising concern. At 
nightfall, we stopped again, tending to ourselves and her wounds 
before at last giving in again to sleep. 

And, as we had feared, Kryssa’s wounds took infection. 

She burned with fever and shook with chills, moaning as she 
slipped in and out of waking. Her wounds oozed puss, and ugly 
red lines spread across her back underneath her skin. We pushed 
on toward Fallor, afraid and confused when she started 
murmuring a name over and over: Vitric. 

It wasn’t a name we knew, and so after a while we ignored it, 
more concerned with her fever, which raged out of control no 
matter what we tried. Lanya rode beside her in the cart, not even 
bothering to hide her growing fear from the rest of us. 

By the fourth day of our journey, it was obvious that Kryssa 
would die if we did not quickly find a healer. A road sign informed 
us that Fallor was still fifty miles away- a full three weeks at our 
current pace- and so we turned back into the Siriun Forest toward 
the lumber yards, praying our map was accurate, and that our 
sister would survive the five days we still had to travel. 

Through it all, Kryssa repeated the unknown name Vitric like 
a prayer. 

I honestly do not know how we kept going those last few days. 
Despair ate at us, helplessness battering against us until we wanted 
nothing more than to collapse. I think it was only our fear and love 
for Kryssa which kept our feet moving across the uneven ground. 
Even when I closed my eyes, I still saw her injuries, glaring and 
bloody and burning, her face deathly pale against the dark 
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blankets. 

My head ached constantly, my nerves scraped paper-thin. My 
dreams were haunted by my father’s voice, chasing me back into 
exhausted wakefulness. You're nothing. You think you can save 
her, save any of them? You're weak, too weak to lead, too soft to 
help. Poor, pathetic boy. You'll never save her. She will die 
because of you. 

I struggled with it, wrestling with my futile anger and the guilt 
that lurked beneath it. I had left her alone to suffer Father’s wrath, 
cowering from it until Reyce, youngest and smallest, had been 
forced to save her instead. My guilt was doubled for that: I had not 
gone to defend her when I had heard her screams, even when the 
air had been stolen from me with the certainty of her death. 

I had abandoned her. 

My siblings told me that it was not my fault, but I still blamed 
myself. A thousand people could tell me that it had been an 
impossible choice, and yet- it still did not matter. I hated myself 
for what I had done, and it seemed nothing could ever atone for 
it. 

The fifth day dragged on, the thick trees of the Forest 
impeding our progress as we struggled to fit our wagon between 
them. Kryssa fell silent around noon, her breathing labored and 
rattling in her chest, and would not wake. Her fever continued to 
burn, unchecked by the herbs Lanya desperately pressed to her 
back or the teas she poured down her throat. Nothing stopped it. 
I worried nothing ever would. 

All we could do was pray for a miracle. 


19 Llares 577A.F. 


I was shaking from hunger and fear and cold. My cloak was 
wrapped around Kryssa; my thin shirt and breeches did nothing 
to keep the late spring chill from my skin. It should have been a 
comfort that the massive trees were huddled too closely together 
for the rain to reach us, but it seemed a pitiful reprieve from our 
misery as we trudged along, monotony the only thing that kept 
our legs from simply giving out beneath us. 

In the space of a single heartbeat, we were surrounded, men 
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in dark clothing appearing out of the shadows to aim weapons at 
us, their faces hidden behind charcoal face paint. There were 
perhaps thirty of them, most carrying bows, quivers filled with 
arrows bristling at their backs. Their arrival was nearly silent, and 
we gaped at them, thinking at first that we had walked into a 
dream. Teodore slowed to a stop, his eyes weary and uncurious. 

A woman stepped forward, her face unreadable as she stared 
at us through her mask of paint. She held a gleaming sword almost 
negligently; when she spoke, her voice was surprisingly young. 
“Where are you headed, strangers of the Prince’s forest?” 

I opened my mouth to speak and choked. I hadn’t used my 
voice in days. I swallowed several times, and managed to rasp, 
“The lumber yards.” 

She looked us over with hard, dark eyes. “Why?” 

I frowned as my mind at last began to work. Why did it matter 
where we were going or why we were headed there? Regular 
bandits should have been uninterested in us, as we were wearing 
little more than rags. And what was the meaning behind her 
strange greeting? “Why do you need to know?” 

Her sword rose until the tip touched the base of my throat. “I 
asked you a question. Answer it.” 

I bared my teeth at her, the fury I'd held back for days boiling 
through me. Images ripped from the Crone’s mind filled my 
thoughts with sacrifices and blood, and it was easy to imagine 
these faceless strangers trying to continue what she had begun- 
after all, we had no real experience with people. It was simpler to 
think that they would all be like the Crone: deceitful, selfish, and 
filled with shame-faced cruelty. 

I readied myself to burn them all. 

“We need a healer for our sister,” Lanya said, standing in the 
cart. Her face was calm, and I felt her light pierce my rage, urging 
me to back down. “She’s dying of infection.” 

“Infection?” The woman lowered her blade, frowning. She 
jerked her head toward a skinny, sharp-faced man holding a bow. 
“Tanner. Check her.” 

He nodded and climbed into the cart to examine Kryssa. It 
took only a touch to confirm her fever, and his eyes widened as 
his head shot up. “She’s truly burning, Marla. She’ll die in less than 
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a day if untreated.” 

She considered for a moment, then nodded and sheathed her 
sword. “Bring them,” she commanded, and turned back into the 
shadows of the trees. 

Everything happened very quickly after that. We were urged 
to follow her, forcing us eastward despite our protests that the 
lumber yards were in the other direction. I spotted a small stone 
house, nearly hidden between the trees, smoke curling cheerfully 
from its chimney. I thought it was our destination, until I was 
pushed roughly past it. 

We were led to a giant tree, just out of sight of the house. The 
tree’s base was wider than the arm spans of ten men, and a thick 
canopy of leaves began perhaps twenty feet above us. Someone 
shouted down from it. “Who walks in the Prince’s forest?” 

The woman- Marla- was beside me, although I hadn’t heard 
her approach. “Friends of the Darkling Wood,” she replied, and 
baskets were lowered through the foliage on thick ropes, coming 
gently to rest on the pine needles at our feet. 

Our belongings were placed in the smaller baskets, while we 
were told to climb into the larger. Kylee tried to protest when 
Teodore was led away, but they ignored her and shoved her into 
a basket, and she was pulled up into the canopy. Alyxen, Lanya, 
and Reyce were given the same treatment, and vanished into the 
leaves above as empty baskets began to descend. 

I balked when I saw one of the men lift Kryssa, cradling her 
against his chest as he carried her away; he didn’t know about her 
back, and I worried about the pain it might cause her. But Marla 
was behind me, her dark eyes fierce as she prodded me into a 
basket. I was lifted up into the canopy, and Kryssa was hidden 
from my sight. 

Above that first level of canopy was a platform, perhaps 
twenty feet by twenty feet, made of solid beams nailed to the 
branches of the ancient tree. Men built like monoliths hauled the 
baskets on one side, helping us from them and transferring our 
possessions to yet more baskets on the far side of the platform, 
where they were hauled even higher into the foliage above us. 

My siblings were huddled together in a knot at the center of 
this chaos, their faces echoing my bafflement, and I struggled 
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through my exhaustion to make sense of what was happening. All 
around us people were climbing from baskets and onto rope 
ladders, disappearing into the upper branches. 

Someone nudged me, and I glanced over my shoulder to once 
again find Marla standing behind me. She pointed to the rope 
ladders. “Go.” 

“Where?” Even to my own ears, my voice sounded timid. 
Poor, pathetic boy. I ground my teeth together. 

“You'll see.” She pushed me. “Climb.” 

I swallowed my questions and climbed. The others followed. 

There are many that think climbing a rope ladder is easy. I will 
be the first to attest: it is not. It gave under my weight, pulling in 
on itself, making it near impossible to gain the next foothold. The 
coarse rope rubbed my hands raw, and my arms shook with strain 
and exhaustion and days of pitiful rations. If it had not been for 
my thoughts of Kryssa, alone and injured and hopefully 
somewhere above us, I doubt I would have been able to find the 
strength to continue. 

I finally emerged above the second canopy. I was bleary-eyed 
and trembling, sweat pouring from my skin, and I thought I might 
simply collapse onto the nearest flat surface, until the view wiped 
my mind clean. 

The upper canopy was immense, thick branches spreading out 
in all directions, merging and twining with nearby trees until the 
ground far below was completely obliterated. Houses had been 
built upon the branches, small one-roomed buildings with large, 
open windows. The slanted, shingled roofs had thin troughs at the 
edge of the eaves, directing rain into the barrels that sat on either 
side of every door. 

Rope and slat-wood bridges ran between the houses and the 
platforms, creating an intricate series of highways throughout the 
brilliant green. Above us, another fifty feet higher in the air, rose 
the largest of the buildings, larger even than our barn on the farm. 
It was wrapped around the trunk of the tree itself, and rope ladders 
hung from its edges every few feet, dangling down to the platforms 
below. 

Marla appeared beside me, grinning at the slack-jawed 
expressions on our faces as we stared up at it. “It’s the Great Hall.” 
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I blinked at her. “Where are we?” 

“The Camp of the Darkling Prince.” She obviously thought her 
words explained everything, though we only stared at her in 
confusion as she turned away. “Come with me.” 

Not knowing what else to do, we followed. 

She led us over the rope bridges to one of the houses. It was 
plain, situated near a neighboring tree, and nearly empty of 
furniture, though our belongings had been stacked neatly by the 
door. Two hammocks hung from the low-beamed ceiling, and 
more were piled on a small wooden table. A wooden tub sat in one 
corner of the room above a metal box, a bin of charcoal pieces 
beside it. 

I stared around, blinking repeatedly, and wondered if I was 
dreaming. 

Marla started to leave, and I shook off my stupor long enough 
to grab her arm. “Kryssa. My sister. Where is she?” 

Her stern expression eased for a moment in sympathy, and I 
realized beneath the makeup she was scarcely older than I was. 
“She’s with the healers. I'll take you to her after you’ve met with 
the Prince.” 

“Prince? What prince?” 

“The Darkling Prince. He meets everyone when they first 
come to the Camp. I'll return when he sends for you. In the 
meantime, rest.” She pulled her arm from my grasp, and left, 
quietly shutting the door behind her. 

Alone, we gazed at each other, uncertain and overwhelmed. It 
seemed we had found an answer to our prayers- though we had 
no idea what kind of answer it was. 

So we waited. 
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Unassigned Cabin 
The Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
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Time stretched out, interminable. 

We spent the balance of it cleaning up, hauling rusted buckets 
of chilly water from the barrels by the door to the tub, scrubbing 
a week’s worth of grime from our faces and arms as Alyxen fiddled 
with the metal box, which he claimed was a brazier of some kind. 
Lanya and I hung the remainder of the hammocks from sturdy 
hooks nailed to the beams, and we tried resting in them, but our 
unfamiliar surroundings made it impossible. Instead, we 
alternated between pacing the interior of the house and staring 
out the windows. I spent an hour gazing out the front door, 
examining the improbable camp and trying to gauge where they 
might have taken Kryssa. 

Overall, it was an uncomfortable way to pass the afternoon. 

The sun slowly set in a golden blaze, and Marla finally 
returned for us. She had removed the face paint, leaving her 
features soft and smooth beneath her dark curls. She was 
surprisingly very pretty, though her dark eyes were still fierce as 
she gestured for us to follow her. 

I was inexplicably nervous near her, and carefully kept Alyxen 
between us, unsure what the strange feeling meant. 

She led us back across the swinging bridges and flat landings, 
and I spotted ladders hanging amid the foliage, leading to more 
houses hidden above us. The more I saw of the encampment, the 
more impressed I became. It was ingenious, and I wondered what 
its purpose was. 
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We arrived at the platform beneath the Great Hall, and Marla 
pointed to the rope ladders before starting to climb, not bothering 
to see if we would follow. 

Where is she going? Alyxen asked as we watched her ascend. 
What do they want with us? 

I guess we're about to find out. | rolled my shoulders, set my 
hand to the rope ladder, and climbed. 

It was no easier than it had been the first time, and I grimaced 
as my sore muscles ached and burned. Kylee and Alyxen 
clambered up their ladders with ease, quickly outdistancing me, 
but Lanya and Reyce struggled nearly as much as I did, their 
progress slow and labored. 

I reached the top at last, breathless and shaking with effort. 
Kylee helped me to my feet, and Alyxen aided Lanya onto the 
platform. Reyce, his jaw set stubbornly, pulled himself up, and 
stood quickly to look around. 

The Great Hall was impressive. Heavy oak beams had been 
nailed to the branches for a floor, the roof above us held up by 
thick pillars of dark wood. The sides all around were open to the 
air, giving us a breathtaking view of the dying sunset as the Forest 
spread below us like a verdant green sea. Lanterns had been hung 
from iron hooks, bright and cheerful against the encroaching 
night. 

A long wall stretched out on either side of the tree trunk, so 
that the Hall was split in half around it, and we could not see the 
other side. The room was filled with tables and benches, and hard- 
faced men were seated at them, eating something that smelled 
heavenly from dented metal bowls. Their faces were both cautious 
and curious as they glanced up at us. 

I saw no women, other than Marla and my sisters. 

Kylee tensed beside me, and I absently wished Kryssa would 
calm her before I remembered she could not. I had almost 
expected her to be waiting for us, miraculously returned to health. 
It was a foolish thought, but I was sleep-deprived and terrified, 
and her absence worried me. I was afraid that Kryssa had been left 
in the Forest alone to die. 

Marla was striding toward a roughly hewn throne, set with its 
back against the trunk of the tree. I followed, studying the face of 
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the man sitting on the throne, who could only be the Darkling 
Prince. 

He was of indeterminate age, neither young nor old, though 
his dark hair was beginning to thin. His face was sharply-boned 
and narrow, his eyes watchful and wary beneath thick brows. His 
clothes, though shabby, were of decent quality, and I glanced 
enviously at the elegant sword at his hip. 

Marla bowed briefly to him, placing her fist over her heart. 
“My lord, these are the ones you were told about.” She made a 
small motion, gesturing for us to bow. 

I stared coolly at the stranger, unbending. It was obvious that 
he expected some kind of homage, but I had other concerns. 
“Where is my sister?” 

His face did not change, but I could sense his amusement. “The 
injured girl? My healers are tending to her. You will be taken to 
her when our meeting is concluded.” 

Relief coursed through me, weakening my knees, though I was 
careful not to show it. He was staring at each of us too closely, 
weighing us for- what? “Who are you?” 

“The Darkling Prince.” 

I shook my head, frustrated. The name didn’t mean anything 
more to me now than when Marla had said it earlier. “I’m sorry, 
who?” 

Marla gasped. 

He grinned. “You haven't heard of the Darkling Prince?” 

Didn't you just say that? Kylee’s thoughts were biting, her 
discomfort making her waspish. Why are we listening to this 
idiot? 

This idiot is helping Kryssa, Lanya reminded her mildly. Be 
nice. 

Bah. 

“We are the people of the Forest.” The man gestured 
expansively, though his eyes were somewhat mocking. “We 
relieve the rich of their excess possessions, in an effort to finance 
our nobler cause.” 

They re thieves, I realized at last. 

Of course they are. I could almost feel Kylee roll her eyes. Did 
you really think this was a summer palace for bored nobles? Who 
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else would live in the damned trees? 

“Nobler cause?” Alyxen repeated, ignoring her. “What nobler 
cause?” 

The Prince’s gaze was intent. “Freeing slaves.” 

It was just the right tone of dramatic emphasis that would have 
made a trained actor swoon, and yet it was lost upon us. We 
merely stared at him blankly. 

We knew of slavery, of course, but in a distant way, from 
books rather than experience. Valory was an empire, and empires 
were always built upon the backs of slaves. They worked in the 
lumber yards or the silver mines or the Salt Flats, harvested our 
fields and tended our livestock. Without them, Valory had no 
labor force for its resources, no ability to keep the prices fair and 
reasonable at market. 

But [d never been forced to think on it before, for slavery had 
not existed in Desperation, and we'd had our hands full with our 
own survival. 

“What does this have to do with us?” Kylee asked after a 
moment, saving me from having to respond- though my heart did 
jump a bit, expecting a cutting remark that never came. I had 
wotries enough by the dozen, and Kylee mouthing off to this 
Prince was one more I didn’t need. 

He blinked, and his amusement vanished. “I had thought it 
would be obvious. I am offering you sanctuary.” 

It took me moment to make sense of his words, and then I 
started to laugh. “You think we’re slaves.” 

“It was assumed, due to your dress and your sister’s condition.” 
He stared at me. “You are not runaway slaves, then?” 

I shook my head, still smiling. “No. We’re not.” 

His head tilted. “Then who are you?” 

My muscles clenched in warning, making me wary, and my 
smile faded. For all his deceptive calm, this man was dangerous. 
One wrong word could end in disaster. “We’re orphans,” I replied 
carefully. “Our home burned down, and our sister was hurt. We 
were looking for a healer when Marla found us.” 

Whatever he thought of my tale, it did not show on his face. 
“Born free, all of you? Brothers and sisters?” 

I nodded. 
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“And what are your thoughts on the ownership of other men?” 

Unbidden, an image rose in my mind, ripped from the mind 
of the Crone: Alyxen, tortured and mutilated while Kylee sat in 
chains, waiting for her soul to be consumed. Kryssa’s screams 
echoed in my head. 

My stomach revolted, and my breath caught in my lungs as I 
forced the vision away. My voice was harsh. “No one should be 
able to possess someone else.” 

He stared, considering, and finally relaxed into his throne. 
“Well then, welcome to the Camp of the Darkling Prince.” 

I swallowed my sickness and tried to smile. “Thank you.” 

The Prince motioned to two men, who carried over a table and 
set it before him. A bench was placed opposite the throne, and he 
gestured graciously for us to sit as someone brought us a tray laden 
with steaming bowls of stew. 

I suddenly remembered I was starving. 

The Prince watched as we ate ravenously, his gaze tolerant. It 
was only when we were sated, our bowls wiped clean with thick 
dark bread, that he spoke again. “What are your names?” 

I saw no harm in giving them, and so I made introductions, 
adding Kryssa’s name despite her absence. The Prince nodded and 
folded his hands, tapping his index fingers together. “And what 
services can you provide to the Camp?” 

I blinked at him. “What do you mean?” 

He shrugged. “Surely you have realized by now that no gift 
ever comes without a cost? My healers have been tending to your 
sister’s injuries, and they say it will be some time before she is 
ready to travel again. You will want to stay here until she is 
recovered, yes? That means staying in one of my houses, eating 
meals made from my supplies. We are charitable, but we can 
hardly afford five new mouths to feed without expecting 
something in return.” 

I nodded, understanding. I had not considered before, in our 
exhausted, heartsick search, but we had no means to pay for the 
services of a healer. We were poor, only a handful of copper dhabis 
between us. 

“We were raised on a farm,” I said, unwilling to tell him of our 
other gifts. The lesson of the Crone’s treachery had been well- 
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learned. “I worked the fields. Lanya mends and has a small gift 
with herbs. Kylee tends to animals. Alyxen has some of the skills 
of a tinker, and Reyce-” I hesitated, remembering my brother 
plunging a blade into our father’s back “-helped me.” 

The Prince nodded thoughtfully at this list. “And your sister, 
the eldest?” 

“Protector,” I said immediately without thinking, and could 
have bitten off my tongue. 

His head tilted quizzically. “Protector?” 

“She looks out for us,” I amended lamely. “Whatever needs 
doing, she does.” 

He nodded again, his lips pursing in thought. “I have no need 
of farming. Can you hunt?” 

“Adequately.” 

“I can,” Reyce spoke up. “And I’m good at it.” 

The Prince grinned. “We shall have to test that, then.” His 
smile lingered as he looked us over once more, and then snapped 
his fingers. “Marla.” 

She stepped forward, and I blinked; I had almost forgotten she 
was there. “My lord?” 

“See that they are comfortable in their new home, and jobs 
assigned to them. This one-” he pointed at me “-put on one of the 
retrieval teams.” 

She bowed. “Yes, my lord.” 

He waved a hand at us. “Marla will take you to see your sister 
now. If you have any questions, she will answer them.” 

It was a dismissal, and so I stood, bowing awkwardly in 
imitation of Marla, hand over heart. “Thank you.” 

He nodded, and Marla took my elbow. Though his bearing 
remained regal in his wooden throne, his eyes were mocking as he 
watched her lead us away. 

I wondered, a little too late, what we had gotten ourselves 
into. 

The healer’s building, which Marla referred to as the 
Infirmary, was similar in design to the other houses of the Camp, 
though slightly larger and much more crowded. Men in the black 
smocks of healers hurried back and forth, their faces both intent 
and emotionless as they attended to the wounded. The smell of 
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blood and death and lemon mixed nauseatingly, and I clenched 
my jaw against the urge to flee. 

In place of hammocks, there were low cots, lined neatly 
against two walls. The far wall was crammed with bookshelves, 
upon which sat rows of bottles, each labelled with a careful hand. 
A small desk, laden with scrolls and blank parchments, was the 
room’s only other furnishing. 

There were a few other patients in the Infirmary, but Kryssa 
appeared to be the worst of them, three healers hovering at her 
side. As I watched, one of them lifted her head, pouring a cup of 
some dark liquid into her mouth as another massaged her throat 
to make her swallow. I thought again of the Crone, forcing her to 
drink the potion that had been Father’s vice, and shuddered. 

One of her healers spotted us and walked over. He was older, 
perhaps late thirties, with the worn, lined face of someone who 
cared too much. He attempted a smile, though it didn’t quite reach 
his eyes. “I’m Bryonis,” he introduced himself. “Is one of you 
Vitric? She’s been asking for you.” 

“I know. We've been hearing that name for days.” I shrugged. 
“We don’t know who that is.” 

“Oh. My apologies, then. What is your relationship with the 
patient?” 

I gave him a flat stare. “She’s our sister.” 

“Ah.” He nodded, oblivious to my mood. “Well, there isn’t 
much to tell you, yet. We’ve drained her wounds and cleaned 
them, and we're giving her feverbreak tea every quarter of an hour 
or so. She hasn’t woken up since she arrived, but we’re hopeful.” 

I swallowed, his false cheer tasting bitter. “How bad is it, 
really?” 

He sighed, and his shoulders slumped as the smile vanished. 
“It’s not the worst I’ve ever seen, but it’s not good, either.” 

I nodded, unable to speak around the sudden lump in my 
throat. 

“When will she wake up?” Reyce’s eyes were wide and 
frightened. 

“IT don’t know,” Bryonis replied honestly. “It could be a few 
days, or a few weeks.” 

Or never. | stared at Kryssa. In sleep, with the intensity of her 
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eyes hidden behind pale lids, I could at last see her as these 
strangers did: young, too young for the burdens thrust upon her, 
too young to be a ghost haunting her own skin. Her face seemed 
carved from warm marble, and her hair spread across the pillows, 
stark as blood against the white. 

She looked fragile, and helpless fury coursed through me, 
mixing with my shame. Protector, I had named her, and it was 
true. But why hadn’t I protected her? 

I sighed and looked at Marla. Her dark gaze was sympathetic, 
and I wondered if she had read my emotions on my face. I felt 
again that odd flutter of nerves, as if the ground swayed beneath 
my feet. 

But she said nothing as she led us back out of the Infirmary 
into the star-filled night, where I gulped in clean air like a 
drowning man. 

We were given a brief tour, Marla pointing out places of 
interest as we made our way across the bridges by the light of 
lanterns that glimmered like fireflies among the leaves. The Camp 
had its own carpenters, tinkers, armorers, and seamstresses, and 
all, she claimed, were important to the success of their mission. I 
listened with half an ear, weariness pounding on my bones. It had 
been days since ’'d had more than a couple of hours of sleep, and 
my relief that Kryssa was at last being seen by healers left me weak 
and lightheaded. 

We were finally led back to our house, and Marla bid us good 
night, promising to return for us in the morning to assign us jobs 
in the Camp. I scarcely heard her leave, already crawling into my 
hammock, and was asleep within moments. 

I only woke once, which I suppose was a mercy in itself, given 
the discomfort of sleeping in hammocks. It was fully dark when I 
awoke, the moon settling over the distant trees, my heart 
hammering in abrupt terror. A shadow loomed over me, outlined 
against the blackness by the faint stars. 

For a brief moment, I thought it was Father, returned to kill 
me. 

Golden light touched my mind, and a cool hand brushed my 
cheek. Lanya. “You were having a nightmare,” she murmured, 
comforting and quiet in the dark. “Is it alright now?” 
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I smiled, my heart calming, and reached up to touch her hair, 
as I often had when we were small. “Yes. I’m alright.” 
“Good. Go back to sleep, then.” 
I sighed and tumbled back into dreamlessness. 
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BRANNYN 


Rose Cabin 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
20 Llares 577A.F. 


Morning dawned with fair skies, and Marla returned. Farm life 
had ingrained rising before the sun, and so I was already awake 
and alert when she arrived, shivering as I dried myself from my 
bath behind the privacy of my cloak. She had brought us clean 
clothes, and I donned mine hurriedly: a sturdy pair of cambric 
breeches and a black linen shirt and tunic. Soft leather boots 
replaced my old, crumbling pair, and I swung on a dark, weather- 
proofed cloak, blushing as she looked me over with a careful eye. 

I bid farewell to my siblings and followed her out into the 
early morning sunlight. Curiosity was beginning to filter its way 
through the previous day’s exhaustion, and I looked at her as she 
led me across the bridges. “So, what is this retrieval team?” 

She shrugged. “The retrieval team is simply that: a team sent 
out to retrieve whatever we need. Supplies, mostly. Occasionally 
they assist the rescue teams with their efforts.” 

“Rescue teams?” 

“The ones sent out to rescue slaves.” She glanced at me, and I 
struggled to ignore the clutch in my stomach. “Surely you figured 
out that was our purpose by now.” 

I hadn’t, but I saw no reason to let her know that. “Of course.” 

She continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “There are eight teams. 
Three for retrieval, three for rescue, and two for reports. Retrieval 
gathers supplies and assists rescue and the hunters when needed. 
Rescue finds slaves, liberates them, and brings them back here for 
safety before relocating them. I’m on rescue. Reports is our 
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information network. They bring us news of possible supplies, 
slave traffic, potential threats against the Camp, and so on.” 

“Threats against the Camp?” I repeated. 

“We're freeing slaves.” She smiled at me, her dark eyes fierce. 
“Merchants and slave owners don’t take kindly to people taking 
their property. Believe me, if they could find us, they would kill 
us all. Why else would we live so high in the trees?” 

A shiver traced itself down my spine at her matter-of-fact 
tone. I had thought we might be safe here in the Camp- but then 
what need would they have of so many healers? I began to feel 
foolish, and more than a little worried. 

My concern must have shown on my face, because Marla put 
a hand on my arm, drawing us to a stop on a small landing. The 
sun glinted on her hair, revealing streaks of gold amid the curls. 
“There is good purpose here,” she told me, her face serious. “To 
help those who need us, to give the desperate and the caged a 
better way of life. It’s the Gods’ own will that moves us, that all 
should be free.” 

I could see her conviction, and the nearly spiritual peace that 
she found in her calling, and it pulled at my own sense of 
purposelessness. To have that utter faith that what she was doing 
was right... It must be euphoric. 

But I had my brothers and sisters to think of, and the dangers 
this place might hold for them. While Kryssa was injured, it was a 
haven, where we could heal and recover. But I was unwilling to 
plunge headlong into blind devotion to this cause, when it might 
place my family in jeopardy. 

So all I did was nod, and we resumed our walk. 

After a few moments of quiet, I asked her a question that had 
been bothering me. “Where are all the other women? I assume 
you rescue them as well.” 

“We do.” Her face shifted, her gaze not quite reaching mine. 
“They usually choose to leave. Very few stay.” 

“Ah.” Her answer seemed off, but I couldn’t understand why. 
I wanted to ask if she had once been a slave as well, but I didn’t 
know her well enough to pry. “What about children?” 

“We take the children to temples and leave them there as 
foundlings with donations from our raids. Most choose to enter 
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the temple’s service when they come of age. It’s a better life than 
they might have had.” 

“Where do you rescue them from?” 

“The Salt Flats, mostly. A few farms and quarries. Sometimes 
we go as far as the silver mines.” 

“What about towns, or cities?” 

“Oh, no. Too many guards. We'd all end up dead.” 

I blinked, taken aback. My mouth opened, another question 
on the tip of my tongue, but she stopped, and gestured. “Retrieval 
headquarters.” 

It was merely a house, nearly identical to the one I shared with 
my siblings, and filled with stony-faced men, who measured me 
with bland, disconcerting gazes. Marla quickly introduced me as 
their newest recruit and left. 

A large, darkly tanned man looked me over, his face revealing 
nothing of his thoughts. I was tall, but this man towered over me, 
and his shaved head gleamed with oil. His thick mustache all but 
hid his mouth from view. I gulped with nerves, but when he spoke 
his voice was surprisingly mild. “Retrieval team, eh? What did you 
do before?” 

“Tran a farm,” I replied truthfully. 

Some of the men snickered. 

The big man simply looked at them, and they fell silent. 
“Farmboy, eh? Big lad like you ought to be used to honest labor.” 

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “Yes, sir.” 

He smiled, his mustache bristling like a hedgehog. “There'll be 
no ‘sirs’ around here, lad. I’m Rigger, and that’s what you'll call 
me.” 

“Rigger.” I returned his grin. “I’m Brannyn.” 

“Good lad.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, nearly sending 
me to my knees. “You'll be with Tanner’s team.” He pointed 
toward a corner, where three men sat on empty crates. “Any 
questions, bring ‘em to me. Otherwise, be off.” 

I murmured my thanks as he turned to other things and made 
my way through the crowd to Tanner. He was a thin, sharp man 
with a pointed nose and brownish-blonde hair, and he looked 
familiar to me, though it took long moments to place him. “You're 
the one who checked on my sister.” 
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He grinned, his expression more friendly without the dark 
face paint. “Well, if it isn’t the kid who tried to stare down Marla. 
How’s your sister faring?” 

“Much better,” I lied, wishing it were true. “Thank you.” 

His face softened for a moment in sympathy. Then he glanced 
to the two men sitting beside him. They almost seemed part of a 
matching set: large, menacing, with shaved heads and heavy 
muscles that strained the seams of their clothing. They stared at 
me, expressionless, as Tanner gestured to them. “This is Digger and 
Breaker.” 

“Nice to meet you,” I managed. 

They nodded, unspeaking. 

“Theyre mute,” Tanner told me helpfully, pushing a heavy 
bow and quiver full of arrows into my hands. “Their old master 
cut their tongues out before selling them to the silver mines. We 
freed them a couple of years ago and named them after that old 
mining song. You know it?” 

“No.” I held the longbow clumsily, unused to its weight and 
length. 

“Here.” He helped slide the strap of the quiver over my chest, 
then showed me how to unstring the bow and carry it over my 
shoulder so I wouldn’t trip over it. “There. Try not to lose all the 
arrows. And don’t kill anyone if you can help it. We’re not rescue, 
after all.” He looked me over with a grin. “Well, come on, 
Farmboy.” He set off through the crowd, Digger and Breaker close 
on his heels, and I trailed after them, bewildered. 

He led us across the platforms to the rope ladders, and we 
climbed down to the forest floor. I saw again the small house 
tucked away among the trees and frowned. “Doesn’t it bother you 
having someone live so close to the Camp?” 

“It’s a decoy,” he explained. “It masks the smoke of our fires 
and the presence of our animals. Old man Thellin lives in there, 
he says that heights aren’t good for his heart anymore anyway. He 
watches over the horses and the pigs and distracts nosy travelers.” 
He snickered. “He feeds them tea laced with falseweed. They 
wander off into the trees, smiling and giggling, and never seem to 
remember us afterward.” 
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“Well, you ready?” He jerked his head toward the west, and I 


nodded. The four of us set off at an easy lope, dodging and winding 
through the trees until I was well and truly lost. We ran for several 
miles before we finally slowed, and I doubled over with my hands 
on my knees, gasping for air. 

Ahead of us was a road, cutting through the woods, made of 
dirt and filled with gaping potholes. Tanner pointed to the trees 
above us, and the limbs overhanging the road, a wide grin on his 
face. It took only a moment for me to understand. 

We were laying an ambush. 

My stomach clenched with nerves, but I followed his 
instructions and climbed the tree, scooting out on my stomach 
along the branches until I was in position over the hard, packed 
earth of the road far below. We had left our bows hidden below 
us in the trees; it seemed we would recover them after we got the 
supplies. 

Then we waited. 

It is an uncomfortable thing, hiding in trees, and not for the 
faint of heart. I was plagued by insects, brushing long-legged 
spiders from my hair and ants from my arms. Birds screamed at 
me, raucous and terrifying in the quiet, and I started to think that 
every living thing in the Forest knew of my presence and hated 
me for it. 

My legs and arms grew stiff and cramped, aching after the 
unexpected run. I tried to move them so that they would work 
when I needed them to, but stretching while clinging to a tree 
branch for dear life was even more difficult than it sounds. I found 
myself staring at the ground far below, mesmerized by a hypnotic 
fear of falling. 

At last, I heard the jingle of harnesses in the distance, and 
lifted my head as the thunder of hooves grew louder. I glanced at 
Tanner, perched on a branch near mine, and he made a gesture 
that I guessed meant dropping. I tensed, readying myself. 

A rattling wagon rounded the corner, drawn by a pair of placid 
horses. The driver stared at the woods around him, eyes alert and 
wary. The open bed was filled with burlap sacks of what could 
only be food, and my stomach growled, reminding me that I 
hadn’t eaten breakfast. 
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Tanner motioned as the wagon started to pass below us, and 
he and the other two men swung down, gracefully landing on 
their feet in the wagon bed. 

I tried to mimic them, but my limbs were too cramped. I 
slipped sideways off the branch and fell, too surprised to even 
shout. 

The air slammed out of me as I landed, thankfully on 
something soft, though it squished unpleasantly beneath my 
weight. The sharp, vinegar smell of spoiled tomatoes enveloped 
me. 

The driver shouted, and I twisted, watching as he raised a 
dagger toward Tanner’s unprotected face. Tanner grabbed the 
man’s arm and punched him in the throat, so that he dropped the 
dagger and collapsed on his seat, clutching his neck as he choked. 
His grip went slack on the reins, and the horses slowed to a gentle 
stop. 

Digger and Breaker were already jumping from the wagon, a 
heavy sack across each of their backs as they sprinted for the 
Forest. 

Tanner offered me a hand, pulling me to my feet. My back and 
hair felt slimy, as if Pd been lying in mud. 

He winked at me, hefting a sack onto his shoulder. “Gotta be 
faster than that, Farmboy, if you don’t want to wind up dead.” 

I nodded, wide-eyed, but he was already leaping from the 
wagon, chasing after the others into the woods. 

The driver croaked something, and I jumped, hurrying to grab 
a sack and leap from the cart before he recovered. My legs weren’t 
ready for it, and my knees buckled, cramped muscles shrieking in 
agony. I managed to keep my feet and gritted my teeth as I limped 
toward the trees. 

Something whistled past my face, thudding into a tree a few 
paces ahead of me. I stared at the arrow, dumbstruck, until another 
one thumped into my sack. I looked over my shoulder and saw the 
purple-faced driver glaring at me with bulging eyes, an arrow 
notched in the short bow he held. Even from the distance, I knew 
he would not miss a third time. 

I raised my hand, fear sharpening my focus to a single point: 
the weapon aimed at my heart. 


113 


RKS HOBBS 

The bow burst into flames, and the driver shouted, his shot 
going wild as he dropped it. The horses spooked, sensing fire, and 
took off at a gallop, so that he tumbled over his seat to land, face 
down, on the sack of rotten tomatoes. I watched as the wagon 
disappeared further down the road, then sighed in relief and 
limped into the woods, barely remembering to grab my bow. 

Tanner was waiting for me, perhaps fifty feet further in, and 
his face lit with a grin when he saw me. “Farmboy, you made it!” 
His grin only widened when I swung my sack to the ground beside 
the others, an arrow protruding from its side. “And just barely, 
from the looks of 

it,’ 

I forced myself to shrug, though my skin felt clammy, and I 
wanted to shake with hysterical laughter. “It was nothing.” 

“Let’s see what we've got then, shall we?” he asked, and 
opened the sacks while Digger and Breaker looked on impassively. 
“Well, we’ve got beans. And rice. And... cabbages.” 

Breaker made a face. 

“Yes, I know you don’t like cabbages, but you grabbed them. 
Besides, didn’t your mother ever tell you they’re good for you?” 

Breaker sighed, glumly. 

“And how about you, Farmboy?” He whistled tunelessly as he 
opened my sack. “Ah, potatoes! Fantastic. Always need more of 
these.” 

I glanced inside; four of the brown, dirty potatoes had been 
skewered by the arrow, stopping it only inches from my back. I 
stepped away, feeling queasy. 

“Well, that’s it, then.” Tanner slapped my shoulder and lifted 
his sack. “Back to Camp. Farmboy needs a bath, anyway.” 

I grimaced and shouldered my burden, trailing behind the 
others as the slow walk eased the cramps in my legs. Tanner began 
to sing, his easy baritone carrying as we trudged through the 
wood. 

‘Dig the dirt, 

Pull the Line, 

In the name 

Of silver, mine! 
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Raise your axe, 
Break the stone, 
Find the shine 
Of metal bone! 


Haul the rock, 
Shake the earth, 
All this dust 

Is all you re worth! 


Mine all day, 
Mine all night, 
No more sun, 
No more light! 


Dig the dirt, 

Pull the Line, 

You wont leave 

The silver mine!” 

I stared after him, my thoughts spinning chaotically. I knew 
two things for certain: 

I had nearly died for potatoes. 

And Kryssa was going to kill me when she found out. 
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Rose Cabin 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
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If I learned one thing during my time in the Camp of the Darkling 
Prince, it was that I am absolutely terrified of heights. 

My fears had nearly paralyzed me when we'd first arrived and 
did not diminish as the afternoon had worn on toward night. I did 
not doubt the skill of the carpenters, nor the strength of the trees 
that held us up. I knew logically that the ropes would hold me- 
and yet I was still afraid. 

I had a nightmare of it that first night, of falling from the 
platforms, dropping like a stone through a world of green leaves 
that sliced my skin like shards of glass. I woke, twisted and trapped 
in my hammock, screams locked in my throat. Though I was 
exhausted, I spent the rest of the night staring out of the window 
and watching over my siblings as they slept. 

Still, the fear was better than the memories, which crept up 
on me, waking or sleeping, and left me cold and breathless and 
horrified as the sensation of warm, wet blood poured over my 
hands. I could see it, though I knew it was not there, just as I could 
still see the Crone when I shut my eyes, her face panicked as she 
died. 

I spent most of my morning bath scrubbing at my hands, 
trying to wash away the vision of blood, until my fingers were red 
and raw and stinging, and I realized I was weeping in the cooling 
water. I wondered what was wrong with me that I would feel so 
guilty over killing someone so evil. Would I be forced to live with 
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the illusion of her blood on my hands forever? 

Fear was better. 

It was Reyce who saved me from the spiraling madness of my 
thoughts. Marla had taken the others, one by one, to begin the jobs 
assigned them, until only Reyce and I remained. I sat on the floor, 
staring at my hands again, watching as they glittered with the 
memory of blood. 

“It’s not there, you know.” 

My head jerked up. “W-what?” 

“It’s not there,” he repeated. His sapphire eyes were dark and 
solemn and ancient as he looked at me. “The blood. It’s only in 
your head.” 

I shoved them into my lap, hiding them. “I know that.” 

“Then why do you keep looking for it?” 

“IT can’t help it.” I swallowed, my breath hiccupping in my 
lungs. “I- I just-” The sob burst out of me, breaking the dam of my 
grief, and I couldn’t seem to stop it. “I just ki//ed her, Reyce. I 
killed her, and she was so afraid and sad and alone-” I gulped, tears 
streaming down my face. 

“Lanya.” He sat beside me and touched my shoulder. “It'll be 
alright.” 

“How can it be alright? How could anything ever be alright 
again? I took a life. I felt her die.” I glared, accusing, suddenly 
angry. “Why don’t you feel like this? You killed our father, and 
you're not seeing his face everywhere and blood all over your 
hands and-” 

White light blasted into my mind, wiping my thoughts clean 
as pain pressed against the back of my eyes. It was stronger now, 
his presence, more intense and focused. I felt the weight of his 
guilt that all but crushed him. 

The light slowly faded, and I stared, speechless. 

“Tve barely slept in days,” he whispered, staring out the 
window. “I see his eyes, even when mine are open. I can’t get his 
voice out of my head.” 

“How do you live with it?” 

He didn’t answer for a moment, and when he spoke his voice 
was thoughtful. “Kryssa told me once, when we were little, that 
our mother had a vision that we were the chosen by the Gods.” He 
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glanced at me, his eyes mysterious. “Do you think it’s true?” 

“I- I don’t know,” I replied honestly, bewildered. “I never 
really thought about it. Do you?” 

“Td like to think we are. I used to wonder what it meant, to be 
the Gods’ chosen. I think it means that we'll be forced to fight for 
them at some point.” 

“Probably.” My tears dried on my cheeks as I considered it. I 
had always just assumed our mother was a little mad- lovely, of 
course, but mad nonetheless. But what if there was some truth to 
what she had believed? What if the Gods Aad sent her a vision? 
“But fight what?” 

“A great darkness.” He smiled a little. “Or at least that’s what 
Alyxen’s stories say. I think we’re being prepared to face it. All the 
suffering we’ve gone through is to make us stronger, so we can 
defend the Gods when they need us.” 

I had never thought of it before in such a way, though it made 
sense. If it we were the Gods’ chosen, then it was into darkness 
that we would be cast, like the heroes in the tales from one of Janis’ 
books. Those who lived only in the light faltered and fell when 
faced with horror, but those who had already suffered stood and 
fought- and won. 

But the blood still stained my soul, and I did not know how to 
cleanse myself of it. “But how do we live with it in the meantime?” 

“One day at a time, I suppose.” He shrugged. “We remember 
that we did what we had to do because it had to be done. We'll 
live with it because we have no other choice.” 

Marla appeared in the doorway, hesitating when she saw my 
face. I wiped away the marks of my tears, trying to force a smile, 
though I didn’t quite succeed. 

Reyce stood. “I think you should go visit Kryssa. Maybe 
remembering why you did it will help.” 

“Thank you.” I reached up and grabbed his hand, squeezing it. 
“Will you talk with me some more later?” 

“Of course.” He smiled brightly, suddenly a child again, and 
followed Marla out the door. 

I breathed in the silence for a minute, steeling myself, then 
left, careful not to look down as I walked purposefully across the 
bridges. 
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The Darkling Prince was just emerging from the Infirmary as 
I arrived, and his face lit with a warm smile when he saw me. 
“Mistress Lanya! What a pleasure.” 

My skin prickled with unease, but I shrugged off the feeling 
and curtsied awkwardly. “My lord.” 

“I was just looking in on the status of your sister.” His gaze was 
intense upon my face, and I struggled not to squirm. “If you were 
intending to visit with her, I’m afraid she’s not awake yet.” 

“I just wanted to check on her fever, my lord.” Why am I so 
nervous? “While I trust your healers, it would be good to see her 
with my own eyes.” 

“IT understand.” He stepped closer to me, and I fought to keep 
my face calm as all my instincts began to shriek. He took my hand 
and stroked my fingers with his thumb. “Perhaps later you would 
join me for dinner? It’s rare that such a lovely woman visits our 
Camp.” 

“I-I-” Pure terror jolted through me; it took everything in me 
not to run. 

A man in dark face-paint ran across the bridges, drawing to a 
breathless stop before us. “My lord, you’re needed immediately. 
There’s a shipment of Suraki slaves on the southern route, but 
they’ve got two dozen mercenaries with them.” 

His face tightened with momentary anger, hot and feral. Then 
it was gone, replaced with an easy, charming smile. “Duty calls, 
my lady.” He lifted my hand to his lips. “Until later.” 

“My lord.” I watched as he followed the man back across the 
bridges, waiting until he was almost out of sight before wiping my 
hand on my skirt. 1 wondered why I felt diseased by his touch. 

Shuddering, I looked away, and headed inside the Infirmary. 

Kryssa looked the same as she had the night before, her face 
serene and flushed as she lay on the cot. Bryonis gave me a tired 
smile as I sat beside her, cheerfully informing me that her fever 
was much lower. His exhaustion had left dark smudges beneath 
his eyes, and I stared at him, wondering why anyone would give 
so much of themselves for a stranger. But I was grateful for it, so I 
focused, and stole some of his fatigue from across the room. It was 
the first time I had ever done so without touching the person, and 
I smiled when his eyes brightened, his movements becoming less 
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Then I sighed and turned away. 

She was so beautiful, my sister, though she would have 
laughed at my envy, since she thought little of her appearance. But 
it was true. Everything about her was vibrant, from the brilliant 
intensity of her eyes to the bright silk of her hair. She burned like 
wildfire amid candles, the indomitable force of her presence 
undimmed by sleep or sickness. 

I touched my own face, running my fingers across it as I 
remembered the freckles on my nose, the shape of my soft brows, 
the rounded curve of my chin, wishing I could find her in my 
features. 

But I looked like our mother, soft and blonde and pretty, and 
not like my sister as I wanted. I had been told that I resembled 
Adelie Rose so often, both by Kryssa and by our father, that I could 
not help believing them, though I had no memory of her face. I 
only remembered the sound of her voice as she sang lullabies to 
me, and the allure of honeysuckle that had clung to her skin. Even 
that was faint, more dream and wish than memory. 

And the Crone had murdered her. 

Knowledge of it still shook me, made me want to scream and 
weep and break things. How different would our lives have been, 
had it not been for her selfishness? It did not matter that she had 
tried to atone for her atrocities with a hundred unseen kindnesses, 
nor that she had spent days weeping and alone, filled with anguish 
and despair and regret for what she had done. 

None of it made any difference. Her depraved need had 
destroyed all of our lives, including her own. Her fear of death had 
consumed her, blinding her to the horrors she had inflicted on us. 
In the end, it had been her own obsession that had killed her- for, 
if she had never killed our mother, Father would not have needed 
the potions, and without the potions, that terrible night would 
never have occurred. 

Destiny was a curious thing. 

Reyce had been right: visiting Kryssa had brought me peace. I 
took her hand, the maelstrom of my emotions calming, and saw 
that my fingers were at last clean of the visions of blood. 

I watched my sister sleep and sang her a lullaby to comfort her 
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in her fevered, impenetrable darkness. 


BRANNYN 


Infirmary 


Lanya’s pain was like a beacon when I returned to Camp, and I 
followed it to the Infirmary. Then I watched as, even in sleep, my 
elder sister did what I could not: bring Lanya healing. 

I swallowed the strange bitterness. The others would never 
turn to me as they did Kryssa. I had no gentle words to coax the 
wotries from my sisters, no great wisdom to allay their fears. My 
brothers did not look to me for comfort when they were in pain. 
No one reached out to me for safety when the hardships of our life 
grew too much to bear. 

It’s because you re weak, my father whispered in my mind. 
Too weak to bear their pain. Too selfish, too bitter, too angry. Your 
heart is full of violence. You cannot give to others what you do 
not have. 

Poor, pathetic boy. 

I could not silence the doubts, because it was true. I was too 
selfish, too self-absorbed to sacrifice for the others as she 
constantly did. My anger was an obstacle, tripping me into hasty 
words and poor decisions. I lashed out and hurt those I loved the 
most. I was too much like our father, and I did not know how to 
purge myself of his hate, which possessed me like a shade. 

I could not seem to help anyone, even myself. 

I quietly turned away from my sisters and left the Infirmary 
unnoticed. Lanya’s lullaby followed me, haunting, joining the 
other ghosts that lived within my skin. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 


ALYXEN 


Rose Cabin 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
26 Llares 577A.F. 


“They say the Darkling Prince was born a slave, raised in cruelty 
and chains in the Salt Flats of the south.” My mind was filled with 
visions of it as I told the story to the others, the tale warming my 
blood against the cool of late spring. “He overthrew his masters 
and broke free, fleeing with nearly a dozen other slaves. They 
named him Prince of the Darkling Wood and vowed to free their 
fellows from the bonds of persecution.” 

Reyce turned in his hammock to look at me. Sharp shadows 
hid his features, our single candle doing little to illuminate the 
moonless night. “The Darkling Wood?” he repeated, his tone 
curious. 

“That was the name of the Siriun Forest before the Empire,” I 
explained. “When Nora Llylhi founded Valory, she renamed the 
Forest after the Younger Gods.” 

“Oh.” He frowned, and I watched him struggle with our 
ignorance. Janis had taught us only a little of our world before her 
death; there always seemed to be too much that we did not know. 

“But the Empire has existed for five hundred years,” Lanya 
pointed out. “Does that mean-” 

“It’s not the same Prince,” I assured her, before she could start 
worrying about the nightmare of immortality. “When a Prince 
dies, a new one is elected from the Camp. This one’s only been 
Prince for a year or so. I get the impression that the young men 
are all fanatical for him, but the old ones don’t like him at all. They 
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won't tell me why, though.” 

In truth, they wouldn’t tell me much of anything in the 
tinker’s shop where I had been assigned- not directly, in any case. 
Despite the fact that I was nearing my fourteenth birthday and 
towered over most of the wizened old men I worked with, I was 
still thought to be a child and was treated as such, expected to 
remain unseen and unheard unless I was needed. 

It was frustrating, but I bit my tongue and sat in my assigned 
corner of the Hall of Resourcefulness, a grandiose name for the 
cramped house filled with desks and half-finished inventions and 
impatient, cranky old tinkers. They had ignored me after my first 
day, for which I couldn’t help but be thankful, and I was left alone 
to draw and write as much as I wanted, for the Hall possessed a 
seemingly endless supply of parchment. 

The aging men around me spent more of their time 
reminiscing and telling stories than they did working, and so I had 
begun to learn the history of the Darkling Prince, piecing it 
together as my siblings and I slowly adjusted to life in the Camp. 

We had each been assigned to different tasks, based on what 
we were most suited for. Brannyn had been sent to the retrieval 
teams, and seemed to be enjoying it, telling us bits and pieces of 
his adventures from each day. Lanya had gone to the seamstresses, 
though they had wanted to send her to the Infirmary; she had 
requested the position, needing the quiet peace she found 
surrounded by the ancient old women who made blankets and 
bandages on worn looms. Kylee had been positioned with Thellin, 
the shriveled old man who cared for the Camp’s animals, and 
Reyce went to the hunters- and so it was only when we lay in our 
hammocks at night that we had time to speak to each other. 

“Why do you think they don’t like him?” Reyce asked. 

“Doesn’t matter,” Kylee said curtly. “We shouldn’t stay here 
long anyway.” 

I glanced over at my twin. She had been sullen and snappish 
since our first day in Camp; I had thought it was her aversion to 
people that was making her short-tempered. But now, feeling the 
revulsion that leaked from behind her careful shields, I wondered. 
“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” She jerked a shoulder. “I just don’t like it here. 
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Something’s off. And I don’t like the pigs.” 

“You've never liked pigs,” Brannyn reminded her patiently. 
“Besides, we can’t go anywhere until Kryssa’s healed.” 

I thought of my sister, lying still and silent in the Infirmary. 
Bryonis had come to tell us when her fever had finally broken, but 
she still wouldn’t wake. Brannyn worried that the trauma in her 
mind was more devastating than what had been done to her body, 
and I was afraid I agreed with him. 

The candle flickered and went out, and the shadows pressed 
in around us, suffocating and smothering. 

I struggled against the crushing weight of it. “Do you 
remember the story of the princess and the dragon?” I didn’t wait 
for them to answer, but launched into the tale, using my words to 
battle back the darkness until it was only night again, and we 
could breathe. 


KRYSSA 


I floated in nothingness. 

It was peaceful there, in the forgetting, and I wallowed in 
oblivion. Far above me was the pain, lurking, waiting, circling, and 
I was afraid to face it. I did not want to remember. 

But something was pulling me, dragging me up out of the 
darkness. A voice spoke to me, gentle but firm. Wake. It is not yet 
time for you. 

It was excruciating to come back to myself. My body was an 
ocean of agony, and my eyes burned in the dazzling light as I 
opened them. I did not know my name, did not know the faces 
around me. 

And then memory rushed in on me. I was drowning, 
screaming. Blood was everywhere, thoughts not my own gouging 
into my mind. I felt the Crone die, over and over, and I was falling 
toward that final, empty endlessness. My nails scrabbled at my 
face, trying to rip her from my head. 

Hands were on me, holding me down, but the faces around me 
all belonged to my father, his mouths stretching wide in malicious 
grins as he stared at me, his eyes filled with flame. 
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“Worthless bitch,” he whispered, forcing a bottle of his dark 
potion to my lips, filling my nose with the stench of death. “Drink 
your poison.” 
I choked, spluttering. I was shaking, my mind going dim and 
vague, the horror around me receding until my limbs went lax, 
and I lay unmoving and unknowing once more. 


LANYA 


Rose Cabin 


“And then the princess climbed upon the back of the mighty 
dragon,” Alyxen murmured, his voice soft as he pictured the story 
in his mind. “She looked down at the cowardly knight, and said, ‘I 
will not marry anyone who will not fight for me.’ And then she 
and the dragon flew off into the sunset and lived happily ever 
after.” 

I smiled sleepily, my eyelids feeling heavy. The story had 
calmed our fragile nerves, and more, it was one of my favorites. I 
sighed, content, preparing to sink into slumber. 

Someone pounded on the door. 

Brannyn climbed from his hammock with a muttered curse, 
dressed only in breeches. The hammering continued. “I’m coming, 
I’m coming. Hold on a bloody minute.” 

He yanked open the door, blinking in surprise to find Bryonis 
on the other side of it, pale and glassy-eyed in the light of the 
lantern he carried. Even from across the room, I could feel the fear 
radiating from him, and I scrambled to my feet. 

“What is it?” Brannyn demanded. 

“Your- your sister.” He gulped. “She’s awake.” 

“She can’t be.” My brother frowned, forgetting Bryonis knew 
nothing of our connection. “We would have heard her.” 

Hush, | was already stuffing my feet into my boots. To Bryonis, 
I said, “Let’s go.” 

We left the twins and Reyce in the house. Brannyn scrambled 
behind us, yanking on his boots and pulling a shirt over his head 
as we followed the healer across the rope bridges and platforms at 
an almost reckless pace. The night was menacing outside the dim 
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light of his lantern, and I tried to remember to breathe past my 
useless fear of falling. 

The Infirmary was brilliantly lit despite the lateness of the 
hour, and Kryssa’s screams poured out of it, raw and terrifying. 

Bryonis grabbed my arm, pulling me to a halt before I could 
tush inside. “Look, I have to warn you.” Guilt flickered in his eyes; 
his emotions were making me feel sick. “The other healers- you 
have to understand, we’ve drugged her twice, but the things that 
she’s saying- the other healers, they can’t- I mean, I couldn’t, and 
I came to get you, because I didn’t want-” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Brannyn demanded, 
impatient. Our sister’s screams were digging into us like rusted 
nails. 

He took a deep breath. “The other healers want to kill her.” 

I stared at him, feeling the blood drain from my face, my ears 
ringing. I yanked my arm from his grasp and sprinted to the 
Infirmary, where I jerked to a stop in the doorway. 

Kryssa was tied to her cot, raving and spouting curses and 
foulness between her ragged screams. The healers and other 
patients were clustered on the far side of the room, their eyes 
afraid and angry. The tension was nearly tangible, and all but stole 
the air from me. 

I took a deep breath, bracing myself before entering my sister’s 
mind. 

It was fractured, as I'd feared it would be, her memory 
shattered with the thoughts of another, like pieces of two broken 
mirrors mixed together. What was hers raged, darkest blue, full of 
fear and sorrow, while the Crone’s was black and bloody, dripping 
hate and poison, ravaging whatever it touched. That was why we 
hadn’t heard her when she’d awoken; her mind was no longer her 
own. We had no connection to the Crone that infected her. 

The terror in the room made it impossible for me to 
concentrate, pulling me back to myself, and I frowned, forcing 
calm upon the healers, before their desire to kill my sister could 
become a reality. 

“These aren’t her thoughts.” I stared at them, willing them to 
look at me, to understand. “Her mind holds the memory of 
someone else, someone who believed these awful things. What 
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she’s saying isn’t her.” 

“She speaks of the Elder Gods,” one healer squeaked, his eyes 
wild. “Of abominations. Of murdering children.” 

“She didn’t actually murder any children,” I explained 
patiently. “The woman whose thoughts are in my sister’s head 
wanted to kill Kylee and Alyxen, but they’re still alive, and she’s 
not.” 

“She- she’s dead? The woman these thoughts belong to?” The 
young healer who had spoken looked as if he might vomit. “How 
can anyone have the thoughts of the dead inside their head?” 

“I don’t know.” I sighed, fighting the ache behind my eyes. 
“But she does. Right now, she needs healing, not fear. Certainly 
not a knife through the heart.” 

The dagger he held behind his back clattered as it hit the floor. 

“She’s sick,” I continued gently, watching as their faces slowly 
relaxed. “She needs your comfort, for you to remember your oaths 
to do no harm.” 

They nodded, their eyes filling with shame. 

My head was still throbbing, and I glanced at my brother, at 
the muscle ticking in his jaw. Flames flickered along the knuckles 
of his fists. Brannyn. 

What? 

His rage pounded at my temples. J need peace to treat Kryssa. 

He stared at me, and I felt him struggle to choke back the 
anger. Slowly, the flames went out, though his eyes remained 
hard. J’/ stand watch. Make sure you Te both kept safe. 

I nodded, grateful. I walked across the room, quiet now save 
for my sister’s whimpers, and sat beside her. I took a deep breath, 
bracing myself, and began the slow, tedious process of piecing 
together her broken mind. 
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BRANNYN 


Great Hall 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
16 Narens 577A.F. 


“How’s your sister doing, Farmboy?” 

I glanced up warily from my stew to find Tanner watching me, 
his eyes bright and curious. “Why?” 

“He speaks!” Tanner threw his hands up in mock surprise. 
“And here I thought you had forgotten how.” 

I made a face at him. “Very funny.” 

“You haven't said five words to anyone in the last week.” He 
gestured, and Digger and Breaker briefly lifted their heads from 
their supper to nod in agreement. “We’re worried about you. You 
look awful.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Tm being serious.” 

“I know.” I jerked a shoulder. “I’m just tired.” 

“Because of your sister, right?” His gaze was sympathetic. “It’s 
alright. You can tell us.” 

I scanned the half-full Great Hall. Though we were alone at 
our table, I still didn’t feel comfortable discussing my sister’s 
madness around so many strangers. “She’s fine.” 

“You can tell us the truth.” His voice lowered, quiet and 
earnest. “We’re your friends, after all.” 

“We're friends? When did that happen?” 

He laughed, oblivious to my confusion. “Probably around the 
same time you rescued potatoes from an angry farmer with a bow.” 

I flushed and looked down; I had tried very hard to forget that 
incident. 
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“Brannyn.” 

No one outside of my siblings had used my real name since I’d 
arrived in the Camp, and I looked up again in surprise. 

Tanner rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. 
“Are you sure you're alright?” 

I thought of Kryssa, lying on a cot in the Infirmary. In the two 
weeks since she’d woken screaming of blood magic and sacrifices, 
I had stood guard over her almost every single night, protecting 
her as Lanya slowly coaxed her back into herself. Though the 
infection had taken its toll on her body, leaving her weak and 
scarred, it was in her mind where the worst of the damage had 
been done, and it was hard to watch her battle the madness of the 
Crone. I spent most of my time fighting despair and praying for 
dawn, when Alyxen would come to take over and I could return 
to my duties with the retrieval teams. I did not understand how 
Lanya could handle it, but she stared at the darkness in Kryssa 
without flinching, calming both her and the still-frightened 
healers with equal ease. 

It was a marvel to me. I had always thought of Lanya as the 
gentlest of us, but I was finally beginning to see the strength it 
took for her to remain compassionate despite our hardships. Steel 
ran beneath her softness; her golden light healed us when we 
thought we were too broken to go on. 

Kryssa was our protector, but it was Lanya who had become 
our savior. 

I realized Tanner was still waiting for my reply. “She’s healing. 
Lanya’s taking care of her.” 

“Tl light a candle to Yrisa for her.” He gave me a lopsided grin. 
“Who knows? Maybe my prayers are worth something.” 

I chuckled. “Maybe.” 

“You saw that, right?” He elbowed Breaker. “He laughed. 
Perhaps our Farmboy isn’t completely hopeless.” 

Digger and Breaker rolled their eyes in unison and returned 
their attention to their meal. 

“So.” Tanner propped his chin on his hands. “Tell me, are you 
really free-born? Never once a slave? I only ask because the Prince 
doesn’t normally allow non-slaves to join up.” 

“Yes, we're free-born. Lived our whole lives on a farm north 
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of here.” 

“Why did you leave?” 

“There was a fire. Our house burned down.” I shrugged and 
changed the subject. “Where are you from? Were you a slave?” 

“Well, let’s see.” He leaned back against one of the Hall’s 
massive support beams. “I was born in Tova, to a slave that cleaned 
a merchant’s house. He sold me when I was about three or so, to a 
childless couple in Joksten who wanted one of their own. I was 
brought up thinking I’d been adopted, if you can believe that. 
They named me Landis. Never liked the name, but I had a decent 
childhood, and when I was old enough, they apprenticed me to a 
tanner. Hence the nickname. They died a few years later, and the 
lady’s brother sold me to the quarries in Surak to alleviate his 
gambling debts. I didn’t even know I was a slave until then.” 

“Really?” 

“Somehow it never seemed to come up at the supper table.” 
He shrugged. “Perhaps they just forgot. I was angry about it for a 
while. The quarries are... not a good place. If you ever take a 
holiday, avoid them. Avoid all of Surak, for that matter. It’s not 
quite as bad as the silver mines, or that hell-hole they call the Salt 
Flats, but it’s damn close.” 

I stared at him, wide-eyed, my stew forgotten. “So what 
happened then?” 

“The old Prince made a raid on the quarry. Rescued the lot of 
us in the middle of the night. The Camp was farther south then, 
and they brought all of us there and told us we were free. Most of 
the other slaves didn’t even know what that meant. I suppose I 
could have gone back to Joksten and slit the throat of the man who 
sold me, but it just seemed too much effort. I stayed with the Camp 
instead. Even when the old Prince died, I still stayed. Been here 
almost five years now.” 

“How did the old Prince die?” 

“A rescue mission got ambushed. Only ones who survived it 
were Hamund and Marla.” 

“Who’s Hamund?” 

He jerked his head toward the empty throne. “The new 
Prince. We voted him in a few days after the ambush. He moved 
us here, and here we are.” 
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“What’s his story?” 

“You know, I’m not really sure. But you'll never find a man 
more passionate about the plight of slaves. He’s a good man.” 

I raised a brow at the defensiveness of his tone. “Do people 
question that?” 

He laughed, but it sounded forced, and his gaze slid away from 
mine. “Of course not.” 

I could all but feel his discomfort, and so I changed the subject 
to a more innocent topic- but I continued to wonder. 


LANYA 


Infirmary 
28 Narens 577A.F. 


The warm, midsummer day was drawing to a close, the sun 
sinking beyond the horizon in a fiery orange haze. The air was 
laden with the scent of pine trees and rain, and birds chirped 
sleepily among the trees to the accompaniment of crickets. It was 
a glorious day; if it hadn’t been for my concern over my sister’s 
health, I may have even enjoyed it. 

“Kryssa, please. We need to go back inside.” 

“No.” She glared at me, her emerald eyes defiant as she clung 
to a railing. I had brought her outside the Infirmary to gain a 
breath of fresh air, but now she refused to return. “I don’t want 
to.” 

I looked at her legs, trembling beneath her weight, and tried 
again. “Kryssa, please, you need to-” 

“No, I don’t,” she snapped, her chin tilting dangerously. “I’m 
not fragile, Lanya. I’m not going to break from five more minutes 
in the sunshine.” 

I bit my tongue, knowing she would not care that her skin was 
the color of unflavored oatmeal. I took a deep breath and prayed 
for patience. “Fine. Will you at least sit if you’re going to stay?” 

Her eyes flashed in victory, and she sat without any further 
argument. 

I felt a twinge of guilt for my frustration. Though Bryonis and 
I had finally agreed to allow her on walks outside the Infirmary, 
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they were always supervised, and always brief. We watched her 
like hawks, searching for signs of weakness or exhaustion. She 
hated the hovering and the confinement, and had grown steadily 
more waspish as she healed. 

And she washealing. Whether it was blessing or curse, I could 
not say, but she healed. I had done my best to make it painless, but 
the memories of the Crone were embedded within her mind like 
shards of glass, and I could not remove them. I had been forced in 
the end to push them into a corner and sew them up like stitches, 
so that she could learn to deal with them in time. It had been 
difficult, since the Crone had fought me, but I had eventually won. 

I could not help Kryssa’s nightmares, though. I glanced at the 
dark circles beneath her eyes and sighed. They haunted her, dead 
voices chasing her through her sleep, and she woke from them 
screaming, her eyes filled with ghosts. 

“Stop looking at me like that.” She gestured irritably. “Sit 
down. Stop lurking.” 

I bit back a grin, wondering if she knew how much she 
sounded like Kylee. I sank down beside her and tucked my knees 
beneath me. Kryssa absently reached up to touch my hair as she 
stared out across the Forest, her eyes lost in thought. 

Long moments dragged by before I finally spoke. “Copper for 
them.” 

She smiled faintly. “They’re not worth that much.” 

“Maybe. Tell me anyway.” 

She sighed. “I was thinking about the Camp. It was fortunate 
that we found it when we did, isn’t it?” 

I thought of how close she had been to death. “Yes. Very 
fortunate.” 

“Do you think it was Destiny?” 

I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know. Maybe. There 
were a lot of coincidences. What if we hadn’t turned back to the 
lumber yards? What if the rescue teams hadn’t been patrolling that 
part of the Forest?” I shrugged. “I don’t know if it was Destiny. I 
think sometimes things just happen. Sometimes they’re good, 
sometimes they’re bad. And sometimes we just get lucky.” 

“Are we lucky now, dear heart?” Her eyes sparkled with 
amusement, a glimmer of her former self. 
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“We've survived this long,” I pointed out. “Isn’t that proof 
enough?” 

“True.” She sighed. “Do you ever wish-” 

“Lady Kryssa! Mistress Lanya!” Bryonis appeared in the 
doorway of the Infirmary, his face exasperated. “You two were 
only supposed to be gone five minutes! Are you trying to get ill?” 

I winced. “Sorry, Bryonis.” 

Kryssa sighed again but didn’t fight as we helped her inside. 
She had been more exhausted than she’d let on; she was asleep 
before we had even laid her on her cot. 

Bryonis rounded on me as J started to pull off her boots. I 
silenced him with a look, and he made a face at me before stalking 
across the Infirmary, muttering to himself. 

I sighed, suddenly tired. I lowered myself to the cot beside my 
sister's and sank into dreamless sleep. 
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KRYSSA 


I could hear his heartbeat, could smell the scent of sandalwood on 
his skin. His arms were around me, cradling my head against the 
warmth of his chest. A gentle breeze brushed across my cheek as 
my bare toes curled into soft grass. 

I sighed, content, and snuggled closer. 

“Kryssa.” 

I opened my eyes. The clearing was dappled with brilliant 
pools of sunlight, and brightly colored butterflies danced within 
them, basking in the beauty of summer. I lifted my head and 
smiled up at Vitric. 

His eyes were the color of molten silver as he brushed his 
fingers against my cheek. “You're so beautiful, you know. I never 
found the words to tell you.” 

Heat crept across my face. No one had ever called me beautiful 
before. I buried my face into his chest again. 

“IT wish we could stay here forever,” he continued, his words a 
soft murmur against my hair. “I would hold you until the world 
ended.” 

I want to stay here, too. But the words were trapped behind 
my lips and would not emerge. 

“I miss you.” He sighed, and his arms tightened around me. 
Thunder rumbled, and the daylight faded into ominous shadow. 
“It’s my fault. I saw it, saw what was happening. I should have 
stopped it. I should have saved you.” 

But you did save me. Why couldn't I speak? Why was I frozen 
in silence? 

“Now I can only dream of you.” The butterflies dissolved into 
ash as his arms tightened around me, crushing me. “Why did you 
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leave me alone?” 

I gasped, trying to pull away. The air was sickly-sweet, 
choking me as I looked back up at Vitric. 

He stared at me, tears running down his cheeks- but his eyes 
had been replaced with the Crone’s, black and hateful, and when 
he spoke, it was her voice that emerged. 

“You're dead,” she hissed, and his hand wrapped around my 
throat. “You're dead, and you don’t even know it.” 


Infirmary 
4 Emberes 577A.F. 


I shot up in my cot, shaking and choking, my fingers scrabbling 
for the hand at my throat- except there was no hand, no storm, no 
Vitric. I was in the Infirmary, the Crone was still dead, and it had 
only been a dream. 

I lowered my face into my hands, trying to block out the 
dizzying dance of candlelight on the walls of the night-dark room. 
The sickly-sweet smell of medicine lingered, gagging me, but it 
was hard to determine if it was real or memory. Something shifted 
in the depths of my mind, and I shuddered away from it, afraid. 

“Bad dream?” 

I jerked, my head snapping up. “Wha- what?” 

The Darkling Prince sat beside my bed in Lanya’s chair, his 
face illuminated by a candle on the windowsill. I had only seen 
him once before at a distance, and he was older than I'd thought 
him to be, fine lines splaying from the corners of his eyes. A faint 
smile crossed his face, but the candlelight stripped the amusement 
from it. “I asked if you were having a bad dream.” 

I glanced around. “Where’s Brannyn? And Lanya?” 

“Your brother is escorting Mistress Lanya back to your 
quarters. She needs rest.” His eyes gleamed. “I’ve been watching 
over you while they’re gone.” 

“Oh.” I struggled to relax and wished I didn’t know he’d 
watched me while I slept. “Thank you.” 

“Were you having a bad dream?” 

“Sort of.” I shrugged, pushing it away. “It’s over now, though.” 

“What was it about?” 
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Vitric. My shoulders hunched defensively. “I don't 


remember.” 

He raised a brow. “I see.” 

I jerked a shoulder. “Is there something I can help you with?” 

“Perhaps.” He leaned back in the chair, his gaze intent upon 
my face. “Tell me, why does your brother call you ‘protector’?” 

It was not a question I was prepared for, and I gaped at him 
stupidly before I managed, “It’s what I’ve always done. I’m the 
eldest.” 

He nodded, as if that were the answer he had been expecting. 
“It’s difficult, isn’t it? All that responsibility. Like an anchor, 
holding you down.” 

“I don’t see my siblings as a weight.” 

“Of course you do. I can see the toll it’s taken on you. Why 
else would you be in my Infirmary?” 

I said nothing. 

“It must be hard, looking out for so many siblings. Watching 
them all the time, trying to make certain they don’t get hurt.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“Only that I understand. Bryonis told me of how you are 
pushing too hard to try to regain your feet. Your family is under 
my protection now, so there is no need to rush your recovery.” He 
smiled, revealing far too many teeth. “You're safe here.” 

My chest felt too tight, nerves making it difficult to breathe. 
“Th-thank you.” Belatedly, I remembered, “My lord.” 

“Of course, Mistress Kryssa.” 

The Infirmary door opened, and Brannyn walked inside, 
carrying a lantern. He froze when he saw the Prince, his eyes 
widening in surprise. “My lord?” 

The Prince stood and tilted his head toward me. “I should let 
you rest. Until later.” 

We watched him go, the door closing quietly behind him. 
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Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
8 Emberes 577A.F. 


There is a great comfort in routine, though I hadn’t realized it 
before we made our exodus from the farm into the unknown of 
the world. During our desperate search for a healer for Kryssa, I 
had found myself longing to return to the normalcy of tending the 
fields, the calming tedium of working the ground in mindless 
repetition beneath the burning sun. It was only in the Prince’s 
Camp, once the exotic, foreign feel of it had worn off, that I 
realized I wanted more than our previous life had offered. 

My days were no longer monotonous, and that, more than all 
else, appealed to me. I still rose before the sun and arrived at the 
retrieval team’s headquarters before first light. But from there my 
days would differ: on one, we would ransack foodstuffs from the 
lumber yard’s supply wagons; the next, we might assist the rescue 
teams with liberating slaves, bringing them quickly back to our 
camp; and on yet another we would waylay wealthy travelers, 
relieving them of their gold. 

We did not kill unless we were forced to; we were not rescue 
after all, as Tanner liked to point out, where it was rumored the 
most bloodthirsty and vengeful were placed. Our purpose was 
simple and motivated only by necessity. I was grateful to the 
Darkling Prince, for somehow knowing that death and violence 
would have ill-suited me. 

Not that I was any less angry than I had been before. If 
anything, my rage had increased, fueled by nightmares and 
helplessness and heartache, and it pricked at me like a numbed 
limb regaining feeling, paralyzing me at unsuspecting moments. I 
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heard my father’s voice in my head constantly, voicing my doubts, 
and my dreams were filled with the smells of charred earth and 
blue flames. It made me short-tempered and irritable, lashing out 
at those around me. My fire began to burst from me at 
unsuspecting moments; I still am not sure how I managed to keep 
it hidden from the Camp, though I frightened more than my share 
of travelers. 

I started to avoid my brothers and sisters, afraid of accidentally 
hurting them. 

For their part, they seemed to understand. They had adapted 
to the Camp with ease as far as I could tell, taking to their new 
duties like fish to water. I worried sometimes that we were 
becoming too comfortable; our stay was only supposed to be 
temporary until Kryssa was fully healed. But I didn’t know what 
to do about it, so I pushed it off for another day. 

Lanya at last returned to the seamstresses. Kryssa’s mind was 
as healed as she could manage; the rest, she said, would take time. 
The old women had understood her absence as easily as they now 
accepted her presence, and set her once again to making bandages 
and blankets. She took to the task with grace, working in silence 
amid the rhythmic thrumming of the looms. I was thankful for the 
tranquility she found there; even I could sense her emotions were 
in upheaval, and she needed the time to herself after weeks of 
tending to our sister’s madness. 

Kylee, after the first week, mentioned nothing else of the 
Camp or her feelings for it, so I assumed that she had finally 
adjusted, accepting her duties like the others. Alyxen remained 
irritated with the tinkers, who continued to treat him like a child, 
but the joy of his ideas seemed to balance out his frustration. He 
showed me his designs every evening, and, though they made 
little sense to me, I praised him enthusiastically, grateful for once 
to know exactly what he needed and to be able to give it to him. 

Reyce was given a bow and assigned to the hunters; Marla told 
me later that even the Prince was impressed with his skill. He 
seemed happy, though it forced him to spend most of his time 
away from us. There were nearly a hundred people in the Camp, 
and food was always a primary concern. 

Kryssa remained in the Infirmary, under Bryonis’ watchful 
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eye. The fever had ravaged her, costing her much of her weight; 
she spent most of her time trying to regain it, hating the feeling of 
being trapped in her cot. She was impatient and short-tempered; 
in the days that followed the midnight visit of the Prince, she 
began to pick fights with Bryonis, squabbling about petty things 
and refusing to listen to his orders. 

I finally asked her about it, after a particularly nasty little 
battle with the healer over taking her tea. She had finally hurled 
the cup out the window, smugly satisfied when he swore and 
threw his hands up in defeat. I watched her with a frown, her 
strange behavior confusing me. “What’s wrong?” 

“Tm worried about us staying here.” She was careful that none 
of the healers could overhear us. Since her madness, she had 
worked hard to keep up her shields, and so we spoke aloud rather 
than in our minds. “This place is dangerous. He is dangerous.” 

I did not need to share her mind to know she was referring to 
the Prince. I merely shrugged. I did not want to burden her with 
my own concerns. “It’s not that bad.” 

“But it is.”She leaned toward me and lowered her voice even 
further. “At least once a week someone is injured in these raids. I 
don’t believe in slavery any more than you do, but surely there’s a 
better way to free them than dying.” 

I looked away, unable to meet her gaze. “They’ve done a lot 
for us here, Kryssa.” 

“I know. And I’m grateful for what they’ve done.” Her eyes 
burned into me. “But you don’t owe them your life for saving 
mine.” 

My head jerked up. “I don’t-” I broke off, then sighed. Even I 
hadn't been able to define how I had felt, but somehow she had 
known, as she always did. “I’m sorry. It’s just- I was so worried. I 
thought you were going to die, and he helped us...” I hung my 
head. “It sounds stupid now. I’m sorry.” 

“We can’t stay here, Brannyn. How long before someone finds 
the Camp and takes justice into their own hands? We're little 
better than bandits hiding in the trees, no matter what the Prince 
says.” 

I stared at my hands. Even if I could forfeit my own life in the 
name of an imagined debt, I had no right to make the others share 
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in my eventual fate. I knew what Kryssa feared most was the 
destruction of our family, and I owed her more than I did the 
Prince. More, she depended on me, as she did with none of the 
others. I was the only one she allowed herself to lean on, the only 
one she let see the cracks in her mask of self-assurance. 

“Alright.” I nodded and looked up, half-reluctant, half- 
relieved. “We'll leave.” 

She smiled and sat back, her gratitude nearly overwhelming 
me. “Thank you.” 


8 Emberes 577A.F. - 11 Syrthil 577A.F. 


Understanding Kryssa’s concerns did not mean we could simply 
vanish from the Camp in the night, however. There were still 
months yet to her healing, and I would not risk a return of her 
madness or fever over our suspicions. 

I realized, belatedly, that we had missed my birthday and Kryssa’s, 
and forgotten Lanya’s as well. Though the twins’ birthday was still 
some months off, we decided to celebrate anyway, unsure when 
we would have another opportunity. There was no mention of 
cake. That memory would continue to haunt all of us for some 
time. 

The heat of summer began to cool. I watched Kryssa carefully, 
looking for signs of a relapse, though she complained that I made 
her feel helpless with my hovering. I ignored her, praying that 
soon she would be strong enough to take back the responsibilities 
thrust upon me by her illness, and my worries would diminish. 

For I did worry, almost perpetually- over her, over my 
siblings, and, most of all, over what I saw in the Camp itself. 

The encampment was never given over much to women; other 
than Marla, I never came to know any of them personally or even 
by name. The few I saw quickly disappeared, other than the 
wizened seamstresses that worked with Lanya. When no one 
remarked on it, I thought it to be normal, assuming those women 
wanted real homes and families, not a fortress of brigands and 
vigilantes hidden high in the trees. But as the summer faded into 
fall, I noticed that the number of women dwindled even further, 
and yet the abundance of men only grew. Often it seemed that 
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new faces vanished as soon as they arrived. 

It was midautumn when Tanner made a comment in passing 
that he had been offered a place among the rescue teams, and he 
found it nearly as tempting as the Prince’s offer to women. I didn’t 
understand the joke, but Rigger gave him an ugly glare and told 
him to silence himself, so I didn’t dare ask what he meant. Instead, 
I waited a few more days until none of the teams were being sent 
out and went looking for Marla. 

I found her outside the armory, sharpening her sword on a 
grindstone. She saw me approach and smiled, but I was reluctant 
to shout my questions over the noise. I waited for her to finish, 
ignoring the fluttering sensations in my stomach that her presence 
caused as I looked out over the Forest. It was dressed out in an 
impressive display of fall colors, reds and golds and greens, and 
danced with the playful breezes like waves upon an ocean. 

At last, Marla stood, testing the edge of the blade with her 
thumb. Satisfied, she wiped it clean with an oiled rag before 
sheathing it and came to stand beside me. “Was there something 
you needed?” 

“In a way.” I gestured to the bridges, wanting to be out of 
earshot of the smiths before I said anything. “Walk with me?” 

She nodded, her dark eyes curious as we strolled casually in 
companionable silence. When I judged we were far enough not to 
be overheard, I finally gave voice to my concerns about the lack 
of women in the Camp and told her of Tanner’s comment. 

Her expression grew pensive as I talked, a heavy weight 
descending onto her shoulders. She stared out across the Camp as 
my words ran dry, and finally sighed. 

“I believe in our purpose here,” she began slowly. “I was born 
free, as you were, though my parents sold me so young I can barely 
remember it, or them. I was raised in the Salt Flats, which is a hell 
unlike any you’ve ever known. Every moment of every day was 
accounted for, and we were worked until our bones broke and our 
fingers bled. I was freed by a rescue team, and they brought me 
here.” Her eyes gleamed with memory, and I remained quiet, 
listening. “There was a different Prince then, and we lived further 
to the south. When the old Prince died, Hamund was elected, and 
the Camp was moved so we wouldn't be found. It is because of our 
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shared history under the old Prince that I am not touched.” 

She swallowed, and I could see how hard it was for her to 
speak of it. Still, I had to know. “What do you mean, touched?” 

She took a deep breath. “Hamund is young. He’s a good Prince, 
a good leader, and good for our purpose here. But he’s still a man, 
and has all the desires of one, some of which burn hotter than 
most.” 

I blinked, and my brows drew together. “So, he- what? Forces 
the women into his bed?” 

“No. Well, nearly.” She stared off, refusing to meet my gaze. 
“He offers them a choice. Either they can willingly enter his bed, 
and he will lavish them with the gifts of a mistress, or they are 
exiled from the Camp.” 

I gaped at her. “Alone? But- but that’s not a choice!” 

“No, it isn’t.” Her face was strained, and sad. “Most of the 
women simply leave. They would rather die than live hating 
themselves. But he’s the Prince, and the men follow him, so what 
can we do?” 

“He should be stopped,” I growled, my anger rising. My palms 
itched as they heated, and I was careful to keep them from the dry 
ropes of the bridge. “He should answer for what he’s done!” 

“Hush.” Her eyes widened, and her head jerked around in fear, 
but there was no one in sight. “Don’t you understand?” Her voice 
lowered to a whisper. “There are no trials here, no guards, no 
justice. The Prince is our law, and he takes what he thinks he is 
owed. We cannot disobey. You can’t speak against him, or they 
will kill you. It’s not even for your sake that I told you.” 

“But... then why did you tell me?” 

Her eyes were guilty. “You have sisters.” 

The breath slammed out of me, and I almost collapsed to my 
knees. What heat had been building in my hands vanished as my 
skin turned to ice, my blood freezing beneath it. J have sisters. 
Would the Prince truly dare to try to claim them? His face swam 
in my memory, dangerous and predatory, and I realized I had no 
doubt of it. 

Poor, pathetic boy. You can‘ protect them. 

But who would he try for? Kylee was too young, still gangly 
with youth, and her tongue sharp as a blade. Kryssa was the eldest, 
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and he knew her for our protector; he would be able to manipulate 
her easily. But she was still healing, and her madness might deter 
him. 

And so it was Lanya I feared for the most: lovely, calm, and 
gentle. I tried to remember if the Prince’s eyes had lingered on her 
when we'd met, and couldn’t. He would think her soft, and weak. 
He had no knowledge of the steel beneath her skin. The Crone’s 
throat slit like a gaping smile, the bright sheen of the knife, blood 
dripping from her hands. 

If he tried for her, I was certain he would lose. 

I can keep them safe. My resolve hardened, silencing my 
doubts. J have my fire. I can keep Lanya safe trom the Prince, and 
we can stay. I looked back at Marla, swallowing against the pull of 
her dark eyes. Please, Gods, I want to stay. 

“Tm sorry,” she murmured, putting a hand on my arm. “I 
thought we could help you when we found you in the woods. It 
didn’t occur to me until later-” 

I kissed her. 

I do not know what prompted the urge, what madness or 
frustration convinced me to capture her face in my hands and 
plunder her mouth with my own. I only know that, after her first 
surprised squeak, she melted against me, and her mouth trembled 
open with a soft moan. 

Desire, strange and foreign, pulled at me, driving me to take 
more and more of her exotic taste, until we were both left 
breathless and aching. 

She drew away first, cheeks flushed and dark eyes dazed. Her 
lips looked bruised and swollen, and I wanted nothing more than 
to pull her back to me and continue ravishing her. 

She saw my face and put a hand to my chest to restrain me, 
laughing weakly. I thought I might climb out of my skin. 
“Brannyn, we're in the middle of a bridge.” 

I did not want her logic. I didn’t care if we were in the throne 
room of the Imperial Palace. I wanted- Gods, I wanted. But some 
part of me that hadn’t been reduced to a ravening beast knew she 
was right and taking her here when we were visible across the 
whole of the Camp would say little of me. 

Shame overrode my frustration, and I stepped back, trying to 
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calm the need clawing at me. 

She took my hand, tracing the lines of my palm and sending 
shivers through my bones. “There is a bridge to the left of the 
armory. Do you know it?” 

My voice was raw. “Yes.” 

A smile tugged at her mouth, rendering her expression 
mysterious. “It leads to a small platform. A rope ladder will hang 
there, and you should climb it.” She pressed her lips to my palm 
and closed her fingers over it. “At sundown.” 

She walked away, and I stared after her, lost and dazed. 
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BRANNYN 


Rose Cabin 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
11 Syrthil 577A.F. 


It took forever for sundown. 

My impatience was nearly tangible as I paced our small house, 
glaring out the windows at the indolent sun and driving my 
siblings to distraction. Lanya tried to calm me, but I could only 
think of what Marla had told me, the secret weighing in my gut 
like a stone, and I snapped at her to leave me alone. She withdrew, 
hurt, and I felt small and petty for it. 

I was not meant for Kryssa’s place. 

I wanted to tell my elder sister everything, to lay the 
responsibility and weight of these secrets at her feet and indulge 
in the bliss of being burdenless once again. But I knew her 
response: she would insist on leaving the Camp immediately, 
ignoring her weakness and half-healed state. It would not matter 
that winter was looming ever closer, evident on the frosted leaves 
in the early morning. It would not matter that she would 
undoubtedly catch sick again long before we reached Fallor, 
which was two weeks away at Teodore’s tired pace, and I knew 
we could not depend on a miracle to save her a second time. 

Those were the excuses I gave myself for why I did not run to 
tell her. Deep down, I was simply afraid she would tell me a truth 
I already knew, that she would confirm what I refused to think of. 
I did not want to consider that Marla had waited over four months 
to tell me of the dangers to my sisters, and then only when I had 
confronted her. I did not want to admit that, for all her convictions 
and fearlessness in the face of death, she was a coward, unable to 
stand up for what was right, unwilling to challenge something so 


RKS HOBBS 
wrong. She had blinded herself to all wickedness but slavery, and 


so did not see that this was an even worse form of evil, for it came 
disguised as freedom. She was a hypocrite, and I did not want to 
see it. 

I just wanted her, selfish desires scraping through my skin, the 
memory of her lips pushing aside my ghosts, the haunting smell of 
her drowning out my nightmares at last. 

And so I kept the secret to myself and watched the sun slide 
toward the horizon with building desperation. 

At last, the sun set the tops of the trees on fire, and I took off 
with a muttered farewell to the others, heading unerringly for the 
armory. I found the bridge she had spoken of, and the platform, 
and climbed the rope ladder into the concealing overgrowth of 
limbs and foliage above it. 

From below, it was impossible to see anything but the leaves, 
and so I was relieved to find a well-hidden house at the top of the 
ladder, neatly tucked amid those upper branches. Marla was 
waiting for me at the door, her dark eyes filled with the secrets of 
women, and my impatience was tempered by sudden nerves, 
making me shy and clumsy as I pulled up the ladder behind me. 

She smiled and took my hand, then drew me inside. 

The interior was more feminine than I had expected, the walls 
covered with silken curtains, and the large pile of blankets that 
made up her bed on the floor was strewn with an extravagant 
number of pillows. Rich colors, reds and golds and purples, all 
danced together beneath the light of the dozens of candles. A bath 
had been drawn, steaming and alluring as twilight’s chill began to 
creep through the windows. 

She pressed a tin cup into my hands, and I stared at the murky 
liquid within, confused. 

“Salixweed,” she explained, reaching up to play with the ends 
of my hair. “It prevents pregnancy.” 

I wanted to ask how she knew this, or why she simply did not 
wear a charm to prevent it, but I found myself stammering, 
awkward and unsure of myself. 

She finally silenced me with a kiss, her lips curving against 
mine. “It’s alright,” she murmured, running her nails lightly down 
my arms, making me shiver. I gulped the liquid hastily, barely 
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noticing the bitter aftertaste. “Ill be gentle.” 

And she was, excruciatingly so, undressing me slowly until I 
stood naked before her, vulnerable and aching. She urged me into 
the bath, her eyes as unreadable and mysterious as stars, and I 
lowered myself into the hot water, unable to take my gaze from 
her face. 

She stripped, sensuously, revealing soft skin that glowed 
golden in the candlelight. My body felt taut, stretched until I was 
nearly in pain, and my hands clenched so tightly on the edge of 
the tub that my knuckles turned white. She laughed softly as she 
watched me, enjoying my torment, and I moaned through gritted 
teeth as she at last let down the glorious mass of her raven curls. I 
prayed to every God I knew that my skin wouldn’t catch fire to 
the tub. 

She bathed me. 

I had not been bathed by another since I had been very small, 
and there was a world of difference between that memory and the 
erotic feel of her touch. The oil she poured on my skin glimmered 
in the light, and her fingers massaged, soothing and scorching, 
wherever they touched, turning me at once lax and rigid. 

When I thought that I would finally burst from the wanting, 
she slipped into the tub with me, straddling me, her lips pressed 
to mine as she guided me into her intense heat, both filling and 
drowning me in overwhelming pleasure. 

Her moan nearly drove me to madness. 

My fingers dug into her hips, but she set a gentle pace, rising 
above me like a wave lapping toward a distant shore. I wanted that 
moment to never end, but her hips rose faster and faster, beating 
against my will as her nails dug into my shoulders, her breath hot 
and labored in my ear. Her body arched, and she threw her head 
back with a cry as she convulsed around me like a vise. 

I groaned and spent myself inside her, the release sharply 
sweet, almost like pain. 

Exhausted, we collapsed into each other, the splashing water 
in the tub slowly calming around us. I drew my hand lazily down 
her spine and grinned into the curls of her hair when she 
shuddered. 

I think I could have stayed that way all night, but she had 
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other plans for me, and I had no will to argue. She climbed from 
the cooling water, drawing me out with her, and fetched us 
towels. She insisted on drying me herself, sinking to her knees as 
she rubbed the cloth down my legs, and then ignored it as she 
drew me into her mouth. 

I gasped, my fingers diving into her hair, and her quiet laugh 
thrilled me as she rose again to kiss my lips. The towel remained 
forgotten on the floor, and the air chilled the droplets still clinging 
to my heated skin, confounding me with new desire. 

“T have a lot to teach you,” she murmured, and took my hand 
to draw me toward the bed. 

I swallowed, unsure if I should thank her or the Gods. 

Then she pulled me down with her, and I didn’t think again 
for a long, long time. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


REYCE 


Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
12 Syrthil 577A.F. - 1 Veyshin 577A.F. 


Winter crept closer, frost appearing on the leaves in the night and 
failing to vanish in the sun. Flurries of snow, soft and pristine, 
began to arrive, changing our evergreen fortress to muted silver, 
dusting the world in blinding glitter as the Forest became both 
foreign and lovely. 

The mood of the Camp began to change. When we had 
arrived, summer had been dawning, and the fervent beliefs of the 
Prince’s followers had been steadfast and pure. But snow and short 
rations cooled the warmer passions, and the encampment emptied 
of the less-than-enthusiastic, who suddenly felt their skills might 
be more useful somewhere warmer. Soon, only the ardent and the 
desperate remained, with us falling among the latter. 

Lanya, for her part, seemed not at all affected by the desertion, 
continuing to make blankets and bandages even after the older 
seamstresses left. Though it meant more work for her, she handled 
it with the same grace that she handled everything else, and I was 
grateful that she was allowed that calm. We were the only two 
that truly understood the terrible cost of death, the weight of the 
bloodguilt hanging around our necks. We talked about it in the 
late hours of the night as the others slept, trying to deal with the 
shame and remorse that occurs after atrocity, trying to find 
healing in the knowledge that we had done what was necessary. 
The vivid torment of it eased as the months passed, but it still 
lurked in our dreams; sharing with each other helped. 

Alyxen actually celebrated the abandonment of the 
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encampment, for it meant that, other than a few of the most 
devoted of the tinkers, he was finally left in peace to create and 
experiment at will, without having to sneak parts and pieces of his 
designs back to our house to fiddle with by candlelight. He had 
been working on an elaborate hand pump and water delivery 
system, which would effectively fill the baths without the use of 
buckets, and, once the others had left, was at last free to build upon 
his idea. Surprisingly, the remaining tinkers were not only 
impressed, but began to assist him, so that after a few weeks each 
of the houses became equipped with a clever hand pump and pipes 
that emptied water into the tubs without considerable effort. 

Kryssa remained in the Infirmary, as both her sleeping and 
waking nightmares continued, flashes of horror intruding into her 
mind. They were muted somewhat by the teas Bryonis made for 
her, some dreadful combination of vervain and skylily, sweetened 
with honey. They smelled of lemon and wood chippings, and 
made me sneeze, but my sister said they helped with the dreams, 
and that was all that mattered. 

She grew stronger, and, as the healers joined the exodus from 
the Camp, began to assist Bryonis in the tending of the Infirmary, 
bottling simple potions and drying herbs. It was easy labor 
compared to ours, but she was still weak, so we did not resent her 
for it. 

Kylee did not complain either, though her eyes grew darker 
with some unnamed emotion as the snow steadily built upon the 
ground. I thought she would be happy with the Camp’s sudden 
emptiness, for it left her alone with the animals, which is what she 
preferred, but she kept herself so shielded and quiet in those days 
it was hard to be certain of anything with her, at least until the 
evening she returned to our house, pale-faced and shaking, 
looking as if she might faint at any moment. 

Lanya gasped. 

I jumped to my feet. “What’s wrong?” 

Waves of distress rolled off her skin, and she opened and 
closed her mouth several times, finally managing to speak. “Don’t 
eat the pigs.” 

Despite our coaxing, she would not explain any more of her 
cryptic statement, curling into a ball on the floor unmoving, until 
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Alyxen finally fetched Bryonis, who brought her the tea he 
normally gave to Kryssa. It chased some of the shadows from her 
eyes, though she continued to stare past us, afraid. We at last 
learned that the pigs had been slaughtered that day and would be 
served to the Camp in the stew. Why we shouldn't eat it, she 
refused to explain, only repeating her warning: do not eat the pigs. 

It made our lives a little uncomfortable, avoiding the food in 
the mess, but we all took her warning to heart, even Bryonis. 
Brannyn convinced Marla and Tanner to leave the pork 
untouched, though his explanation left them staring at us, 
wondering. But I worked twice as hard after that to provide us 
with fresh venison as a substitute, staving off our hunger as winter 
crawled on. 

In truth, Brannyn and I were the only ones who begrudged 
the loss of so many people to the Camp, for we were forced to 
double our efforts to make up for it. We spent long, miserable days 
out in the snow, trying to keep supplies stocked. The rescue teams, 
left without purpose with the winter’s halt on slave traffic, assisted 
our efforts, but the toll was still hard on us. 

Brannyn didn’t complain, though, and why would he? We 
rarely saw him that winter. He spent every moment he could with 
Marla. He never discussed his relationship with her, though I do 
not know if it was because he wanted to keep it a secret and 
thought we didn’t notice his absence, or because he simply 
assumed we knew, and so there was nothing left to talk about. 

I did not know if he loved her, but I thought he might. I 
resented her a little, for I missed my brother. 

I told Kryssa as much one afternoon when I visited her in the 
Infirmary. She stared out the window as I talked, her eyes far away 
and sad. 

“I miss him, too,” she murmured, but I almost felt that she was 
talking about someone else. “But I’m happy for him.” 

“Then why are you so unhappy?” I asked, wondering if she 
would finally tell me of the mysterious Vitric she had refused to 
speak of. 

She smiled, but beneath it I sensed her heartache, sharp and 
bittersweet as she hugged me. “It makes me sad to think of losing 
Brannyn.” 
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I frowned in confusion. “But he’s our brother. We can’t lose 
him. He’s still right here, even if he does spend all his time with 
her.” 

“Love makes you lose things, dear heart,” she whispered. 
“Pieces of yourself. No one else matters after a while.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense, Kryssa.” I made a face at her. 
“Loving Marla shouldn’t make him forget his family. If she loves 
him, then she loves us, too, because we’re important to him.” 

She sighed, and I flinched as I saw a tear slip down her cheek 
before she turned away from me. “I’m tired now, Reyce. Why 
don’t you visit me again tomorrow?” 

I swallowed and nodded, my words cut short by her pain. 


Siriun Forest, Western Valory 
2 Veyshin 577A.F. 


I was kneeling in the snow, my bow aimed at a deer some fifty 
paces away, breathing in through my nose and out my mouth as 
she had taught me to calm my nerves and steady the shot, when 
she stepped from behind a tree. The blinding glare of sun on snow 
was dimmed by the radiant light of her, and my shot went wild as 
I gaped, my heart trembling within my chest. 

The Lady smiled. “Reyce.” 

I let out a cry, and rushed to throw my arms around her, 
tossing my bow aside heedlessly. She laughed as she caught my 
embrace, spinning me so that I was dizzy and dazzled by her, her 
eyes sparkling down into mine. I had never seen her before in 
daylight, and I drank in the colors of her: the burning copper of 
her hair, the brilliant blue of her fathomless eyes, the dusting of 
pale gold freckles upon her perfect nose. She was beautiful, 
resplendent, and the hole in my heart was healed in an instant. 

“Did you miss me?” she murmured. 

I thought of the nights I had spent weeping in my hammock, 
convinced that she could not find me, hidden away from her in 
the Forest. I had tried to resign myself to the loss of her, thinking 
that I would never see her again. 

I realized I was clinging to her, and forced myself to step away, 
though it was reluctant. I wanted to sink to her feet and stare up 
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at her forever, absorbing her presence like sunlight. “Yes, Lady. I 
missed you.” 

She reached out to cup my cheek. “I missed you, too.” 

“Tm sorry I left the farm. Kryssa got hurt and the Crone was 
evil, and-” 

“Shh. It’s alright now.” 

“I thought you would never find me again,” I whispered, tears 
burning my eyes. 

She laughed softly. “Ah, Reyce. I would be able to find you 
across a thousand oceans, beneath a hundred mountains. Never 
fear that I will lose you.” Her smile turned sad. “But I must go away 
for a time. I’m sorry I can’t help you.” 

“Go away?” Fear scraped like nails beneath my ribs. “Why 
must you go away? Why can’t you help me? Why do I need help?” 

“T can’t tell you.” Her beautiful eyes darkened for a moment in 
frustration, the perfection of her brows drawing together as she 
frowned. “There’s a darkness coming, love, and I wish I could stay. 
But I have to take care of things. I could only slip away for a 
moment.” 

“But when will I see you again?” 

“Soon.” She stepped forward and laid a kiss on my brow. It felt 
like atonement, and forgiveness, and healing. The weight of my 
bloodguilt slipped from my shoulders, leaving me light and 
heartbroken. “Remember to keep practicing your footwork.” 

I swallowed the wails that rose to my throat and nodded. She 
smiled, and turned back into the trees, her brilliance fading into 
their massive shadows. I waited as long as I could, then followed 
her, determined to go with her so that I would never have to live 
without her light again. 

But she stepped behind a tree, out of my line of sight, and 
when I reached where she had been I found only a deer, its soft 
eyes wide and startled as it stared at me before bounding away. 
She was gone, not even footsteps left in the snow to tell me where 
she went. 

I sank to my knees and wept with loss. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


ALYXEN 


Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
16 Veyshin 577A.F. 


I loved the Prince. 

Not romantically, of course, but in the same manner as I loved 
my brothers, or perhaps as I might have loved my father if he had 
not become a monster. The Prince was strong, assured, confident: 
everything the awkward, dreaming boy in me wished to be. I 
watched him for months in the Great Hall, trying to mimic the 
ease with which he sat in his own skin, the power that radiated 
from his presence. 

It was in early winter that he came to me, hard on the heels of 
my success with the hand pumps, to request my help with an 
escape route from his chambers on the far side of the Great Hall, 
should there be an attack. Feverish with excitement, I worked on 
my designs for days, and nearly burst with pride at the Prince’s 
extensive praise when I| presented them: an elaborate elevator, the 
idea of which I had stolen from Janis’ books on Dwarven 
technologies. I built it for him with the help of the smiths, its 
weight managed by a complex series of pulleys and stones that 
lowered it gently to the forest floor among the pens of the Camp’s 
animals. 

Kylee wouldn't talk to me for a week after I finished it, but I 
ignored her glares of reproach, too full of pride to worry over her 
sulking for the intrusion upon her privacy. 

The Prince set me to designing other improvements for the 
Camp: secret doors, bridges that could be raised and lowered, traps 
for any enemies that might stumble upon us. The others only 
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stared at me as I boasted of it to them, their emotions well-hidden 
behind shields and blank expressions. 

Brannyn warned me to be careful, emerging from his haze of 
Marla-induced wonder to gaze at me, strange shadows flickering 
in his eyes. I flippantly replied that I was always careful and turned 
away from him to return to my designs. 

The Prince praised my work, loudly and often, and invited me 
to eat with him in the Great Hall. I found myself yearning for his 
accolades, the warm glow that filled me when he acknowledged 
me with a hand on my shoulder, declaring me a man to those who 
normally scorned me as a child. He gave me permission to call him 
Hamund when we were alone, a sign of trust he gave to few, and 
I basked in the honor of it. 

And, in midwinter, my feelings at last were sealed. 

I was in the Infirmary, working to build extra hand pumps and 
sinks for those that had the most need of clean and heated water, 
when the rescue teams returned. The Prince staggered into the 
room first, half-carrying, half-dragging the bedraggled form of an 
emaciated boy. The chains that dangled from his too-thin wrists 
marked him as a slave; beneath the layers of filth and despair, he 
looked to be scarcely older than me. 

Hamund gently lowered the boy to the cot as the rest of the 
rescue team straggled into the room, their faces set and 
determined as they brought yet more half-dead slaves to be treated 
by Bryonis, who left Kryssa’s side to assist them. The sight of so 
many starved, empty faces made my chest ache as | struggled for 
breath, and I stood, frozen and useless with my tools in my hands. 

Hamund glanced around and spotted me, motioning me over 
as Bryonis bent over the boy. I approached the cot on leaden legs, 
oddly terrified by the broken expression on the slave’s face, and 
the tired, defeated look the healer gave as he glanced at Hamund. 

The Prince didn’t see the look; he was staring at me, his eyes 
overly bright as I reached his side. “This is Alyxen,” he told the 
boy, his voice gentle as he smiled Bryonis moved away with a sigh. 
“He’s going to help me care for you.” 

The boy didn’t even glance at me, his pale eyes vacant as he 
stared up at the ceiling. His lips were cracked and bloody, and I 
could see the print of dark bruises beneath the dirt crusted on his 
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face. 

Hamund took a long, thin pick from a pouch on his belt, and 
began to work the rusted locks of the manacles clamped to the 
boy’s wrists. “I need hot water and rags, and the ointment the 
healers use for infections.” 

I nodded, and hurried to do as he asked, hauling buckets of 
water from the rain barrels to the brazier to be heated, then 
carrying it to him with fresh rags. Hamund washed the boy’s 
wounds, cleaning dirt and blood and Gods know what else from 
his skin. He was infinitely gentle, though the water turned his 
hands red and raw. When the water turned foul and muddy, I 
carried it to the window and poured it out, then went to draw 
more. 

We spent the remainder of our afternoon and evening in this 
manner. I tried repeatedly to help the boy drink, but he wouldn’t 
swallow, letting it dribble from the sides of his mouth to soak the 
pillow beneath him. My back and shoulders ached from hauling 
buckets, weariness and hunger from missed meals causing little 
black spots to dance before my eyes. But the Prince never 
wavered, and so, I thought, neither would I. 

I fell asleep at last somewhere after midnight, my head buried 
against my knees as | leaned against a wall, exhausted with effort 
and emotions I couldn’t define. I woke before dawn to find 
Hamund still treating the boy, carefully cleaning dirt from 
between his fingers with a damp rag. The boy’s eyes were open 
and lifeless, and his chest no longer moved. 

I winced and rose awkwardly on stiff limbs to grip the Prince’s 
shoulder, half-conscious of Bryonis wearily tending to the other 
patients. “My lord, you should stop. You need rest.” 

“He has to be treated,” he replied stubbornly, his eyes 
unfocused, gleaming with desperation. “He has to be saved.” 

My throat tightened, but I made myself say the words. “My 
lord, he’s dead.” 

“No.” He shook his head, denying, but his hands trembled. “I 
can save him.” 

I had seen Kylee like this once, after she had spent an entire 
day treating a sick fox. Even when the poor creature had died, she 
had continued to tend to it, refusing to admit to the reality of its 
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death until Kryssa had at last been forced to stop her. 

I fetched Bryonis’ smelling salts and held them under the 
Prince’s nose. He jerked, and sneezed, his eyes watering as he 
finally saw me. “Alyxen, what-” The intense void of his gaze faded, 
and he looked down. His throat worked several times, and then he 
stood and left the Infirmary without a word. 

I stared at the nameless slave-boy for a moment, then reached 
down to close his eyes. It did not feel like enough, not for the 
suffering he had endured, but there was nothing else I could do. I 
sighed and followed the Prince. 

He hadn’t gone far, just to a nearby landing, out of sight and 
hearing of the Infirmary. His back was to me as I approached him, 
and I watched as he curled and uncurled his fists, his body tensed 
with emotions I didn’t understand. 

“It’s like that sometimes,” he said at last, though I did not know 
if he was speaking to me or himself. “They give up the will to live. 
No matter what you do to save them, they just die.” 

“Tt’s not your fault, Hamund.” 

“I was born free, like you were,” he continued softly, as if he 
hadn't heard me. “My brother Han and I lived in a small town in 
eastern Valory, near the ocean. I used to throw stones in it when 
I was little. Have you ever seen the ocean, Alyxen?” 

I shook my head, forgetting that he couldn’t see me. “No.” 

“It’s awe-inspiring. Water, green and grey and blue, as far as 
the eye can see, rising up in these great waves that die upon the 
shore. I haven’t seen it since my mother died.” 

I remained silent; I did not need Lanya’s gift to sense he rarely 
spoke of this to anyone. 

“I was twelve when it happened, and Han was eight. Wasting 
sickness. Our aunt took us in but sold us six months later. Too 
many mouths to feed.” His tone was bitter, his words tasting like 
ashes in my mouth. “I was sold to a merchant with an appetite for 
young boys. It was awful, but I was well-treated and well-fed, and 
rarely beaten. I escaped when I was sixteen, slitting my master’s 
throat in his sleep. I was found by a rescue team returning from 
the Salt Flats, and they brought me here.” His voice dropped even 
lower, so that I had to strain to hear him. “I had hoped Han would 
be here when I arrived, but he wasn’t. I searched for him for 
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years.” 

“Did you find him?” I asked, unable to help myself. 

“Do you know what ‘damaged goods' is, Alyxen?” His words 
had an unfamiliar bite. “Damaged goods is the term slavers use to 
refer to the boys they can’t sell, because they have some deformity. 
Han had a crooked eye, and no one that liked young boys would 
buy him. So, my bitch of an aunt sold him to the silver mines.” His 
body shook, either in grief or rage, or both. “He died there. Gave 
up on living before I could find him. Before I could save him.” 

My eyes burned. I had no words to comfort this kind of pain; 
nothing I could say would ease it. What was it like to be haunted 
by that much regret? 

He let out a deep, shuddering breath, the emotion draining 
from him, and turned. Tears streaked his face. “I see his face in 
every boy we save, in every life we bring back. If I can only save 
them-” He wiped the tears from his cheeks, and gave me a ghost 
of his familiar, mocking smile. “You should get some sleep. You 
look like death.” 

I made a face at him. “You don’t look much better.” 

He chuckled. “I suppose I don’t.” He glanced at the sky as the 
first brilliant spears of sunlight crested the horizon. “Good night, 
Alyxen.” 

“Good night, Hamund,” I murmured, watching as he walked 
away. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


KYLEE 


Prince’s Stables 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 


I hated the Camp. 

It wasn’t the people, though their presence smothered me, and 
I struggled for breath around them, feeling as if their eyes were 
always upon me. It wasn’t Thellin, though the shriveled old man 
was cantankerous and rude, refusing to even call me by name. It 
wasn't my duties, though it was difficult to care for a dozen horses 
even with Thellin’s help, and I spent long hours that winter 
wrapping them in blankets and tying strips of rags around their 
legs to keep them warm while my face and fingers froze, and snow 
poured over the tops of my boots to soak my feet. It wasn’t even 
the Camp itself, though I despised the fear that pulsed through it 
like blood, and the dizzying heights that turned my knees to 
water. 

No, what I truly hated was the Prince. 

The others didn’t seem to mind him as I did, or at least they 
never spoke of it. Alyxen even agreed to help design an elevator 
for him, which landed him beside the animal pens on a small 
platform, so that I was forced to see more of him than I had ever 
wanted to. I thought of him as a snake, slithering and seducing, 
staring at the world around him with the desire to infect it with 
poison. My stomach clutched in his presence, and I felt dirty and 
diseased when I was near him, disgusted with the way his eyes slid 
over me. 

The Camp’s pigs greeted his arrival with excitement, and their 
clamor was nearly deafening. The first time it had happened, I had 
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stared, my jaw dropping open in utter shock as they screamed for 
his attention, their cold, calculating eyes bright with vicious 
hunger. 

They screamed for blood. 

I have never liked pigs, but it wasn’t until I met those at the 
Camp that I truly came to hate them. After the first few weeks, I 
refused to do more than empty the kitchen scraps into their pen, 
and I desperately hoped that they would freeze to death in the 
early months of winter. 

The day they were slaughtered dawned bright and cold. I 
stood, shivering and horrified as the butchers dragged the pigs 
from their pen and unceremoniously slit their throats over a large 
metal basin. The pigs shrieked curses at their killers, threatening 
death and agony even as their life drained from them, squealing 
with rage until their eyes at last went dark. 

“Awful, ain’t it?” Thellin had walked up quietly beside me 
while I hadn’t been paying attention. His face resembled a walnut, 
wrinkled and brown. “Always hated th’ peg-slaughterin’.” 

I shuddered. “It’s horrible.” 

“Aye.” His head jerked on his skinny neck in a nod of 
agreement. “Tis th’ screamin’ tha’s th’ wors’ fer me. T’ain’t been 
able t’ eat peg fer nigh on twenny years now.” 

The thought of anyone- especially my brothers and sisters- 
eating these terrible, cannibalistic monsters made my stomach 
revolt, and I doubled over, retching. Thellin grabbed my arm in a 
surprisingly strong grip, keeping me from collapsing when my 
knees buckled. 

“T think ye shoul’ go home, lass,” he said, his gaze sympathetic. 
“T ken look afer thin’s here. Go home, get some rest.” 

I swallowed, not trusting myself to speak, and carefully turned 
away from the pigs and their butchers. Their screams followed me 
as I lurched toward the Camp to warn my brothers and sisters. 

Don‘ eat the pigs. 

Surprisingly, they listened to me. We ate only venison that 
winter, shot by Reyce. The pigs that remained after the 
slaughtering were sullen and silent; though they glared at me, they 
no longer shrieked for my blood. It was an improvement of sorts, 
though I still hated the Camp, and prayed for the day when the 
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others would finally want to leave. 
But it was there that I discovered the secret of lightning. 


Siriun Forest, Western Valory 
1 Zyten, 578A.F. 


No matter how foul the weather, I still had to exercise the horses, 
which meant taking each of them for a daily ride. My favorite was 
the large, black stallion I had taken to calling the Nightking, and I 
raced him through the Forest with glee, my heart free as I 
imagined riding him toward the sunrise, and never returning to 
the Camp. 

It was on the first day of the new year during one of these rides 
that I met the man. The leaden skies threatened another foot of 
snow, the wind biting my face as Nightking flew across the 
ground. 

Then the man stepped from behind a tree, spooking Nightking 
so that he reared and threw me. 

For those who have never been thrown from a horse, let me 
tell you: it is unpleasant. If you do manage to land without 
breaking a bone, you will undoubtedly have bruises, and be angry 
and dizzy and slightly lightheaded as you stare in dismay after 
your fleeing mount. 

I turned to glare at the man, who simply stood staring back at 
me, his face set in a glower that said he wasn’t any happier to see 
me than I was him. I pushed myself to my feet, wiping snow from 
my face and clothes as I stalked toward him. 

“What’s the meaning of scaring my horse like that?” I 
demanded, wishing he wasn’t more than a foot taller than me so 
that I could punch him in the face. “You have any idea how long 
it’s going to take for me to catch him in this weather?” 

“Hush your useless prattle, girl.” His expression had deepened 
into a scowl, his eyes flashing, fiercely blue. He was unshaven, his 
clothes worn and well-traveled in. A heavy bow hung from his 
back, and he had tied his long dark blond hair away from his face 
with a leather thong. “I have no time for your inane whining.” 

I gaped, my fury and indignation rendering me speechless. 
“How- how dare-” 
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“Give me your hand,” he demanded impatiently, and snatched 
my wrist. 

“Let go of me!” I shoved him, yanking my arm from his grasp. 
“What’s wrong with you? Who the hell are you?” 

“Tm trying to give you a gift.” He glared at me as if I were 
being dense on purpose. “Now give me your damn hand. I don’t 
have all day.” 

“No.” I jutted out my chin, stubborn. 

He sighed, obviously frustrated, and started muttering to himself, 
though the words sounded strangely foreign. He took a deep 
breath, and tried to force a smile, though it looked false and at odds 
with the irritation in his eyes. “Please.” 

I smiled sweetly. “Well, since you asked so nicely.” 

He sighed in relief. “Thank Destiny.” He held out his hand. 

I stared at him- obviously, my sarcasm had gone unnoticed. 
“Are you mad?” 

He finally realized I hadn’t been serious, and the scowl 
returned. “I must be.” He massaged his temples. “Just give me your 
hand so we can be done with this.” 

“T don’t want anything from you.” I shoved my hands behind 
my back. “Just leave me alone so I can fetch my horse.” 

“T hate dealing with humans,” he muttered, and glared. “Fine. 
We'll do this your way.” 

I opened my mouth, confused, and suddenly collapsed, my 
mind stunned with the beauty of the world around me. I could 
sense the life in everything, see a thousand colors I had never seen. 
There was a glorious pattern of purpose in the trees, in the snow, 
in the pine needles beneath my knees. I was insignificant in the 
midst of so much magnificence, and I thought my heart would 
burst from the rapture of it. Even the air was beautiful, touching 
my soul in a way that made me want to weep. 

And then it faded, and my mind was mine once more. I did 
weep then, to have lost something so precious and wonderful. 

Nightking nudged me, his brown eyes soft and apologetic for 
leaving me behind, his head hanging low. 

“Sorry, Nightking. I know he spooked you. I swear, if 1 see him 
again, I'll punch him for both of us.” I touched his soft nose, 
sniffling, then stared at my hand. 
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A small black chain encircled my wrist, and another 
connected the chain to the ring that wrapped around my middle 
finger. Tiny black stones were set in the ring and at the points 
where the chains connected to it; when I looked closer, I saw the 
stones were speckled with silver to look like stars. 

My head jerked up as I at last remembered the man, but he 
was gone, vanished back into the woods as quietly as he’d arrived. 
I tried to rip the bracelet from hand, but it was impossible, and 
attempting to remove the ring was as painful as if I’d tried to pull 
off my own finger. Finally, I gave up. I climbed back onto 
Nightking and slowly made my way back to the Camp. 

The pigs were eyeing me greedily when I arrived, muttering 
of blood and horror. I shuddered as I put Nightking away, and 
reluctantly went to fetch the bucket to feed them. Distracted as I 
was, one of them nearly bit me; I yanked my hand back, gasping, 
my revulsion and hate for the creatures overwhelming my 
confusion. 

The ring sparked, flashing, and lightning arced from my hand 
to strike the pig. He fell over, his eyes abruptly cold and lifeless as 
the other pigs squealed in terror. The scent of fried pork and 
smoky char filled the air. 

The ring was not even warm. I stared at my hand, surprised to 
find it unburned. 

Thellin came running out of his house, his eyes wild as he 
stared around. “Did ye see that, lass? Lightnin’, in snow! Quick, 
come inside, before it strikes ye!” 

Too shocked to argue or explain, I allowed him to drag me into 
the cramped, clean interior of his house, where he fed me 
sweetened tea and honeyed scones as he stared through the 
window and remarked on the oddness of the weather. 

That was the first time I used the lightning. I began to practice 
in the woods after my duties were done, burning holes through 
trees and leaving smoking craters in the ground beneath the snow 
as I learned to control it. I quickly discovered that there were 
limits: the longer I practiced, the more tired I felt, and a headache 
would build behind my eyes until it nearly blinded me. But the 
strange ring made me feel powerful, and safe, and I came to 
treasure it. 
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I didn’t tell my siblings about the man, or the ring, or the 
lightning. I was unsure what it meant and wanted to keep it to 
myself. Thankfully, as bundled as we were against the weather, 
none of the others ever noticed the jewelry. And so the gift 
became my secret, and I wondered if I would ever see that odd, 
irritable man again so I could thank him. 

Then I would punch him. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


LANYA 


Infirmary 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
16 Zyten 578A.F. 


Kryssa suffered a relapse in midwinter, collapsing in the Infirmary 
one evening, spouting darkness and depravity and death as she 
clawed at her skin. Thankfully, Bryonis was alone with her when 
it happened, and so no threat of murder hung over her when I 
arrived. 

I rushed to her side, dipping into her mind to see the damage. 

There is no simple remedy to the riddle of the broken mind, 
no cure to make someone whole again after pain, no spell to erase 
what someone knows. Only the mind can do these things, healing 
itself by forgetting the horrors it has seen. But it required time, too 
much of it for Kryssa’s sake, and it was the only thing I could not 
give her. 

So I had found a way to lock up the memories, stripping the 
meaning and color from them, making them less awful so that she 
could learn to deal with them over time. It was more difficult that 
the memories weren't her own, but still not impossible. Then I 
had sewn up the memories of the Crone, almost like stitches, into 
the corners of her mind. But now something had torn them free, 
some grief or nightmare that I couldn’t bring myself to face, and 
their ugliness seeped like blood from a wound. 

I treated her gently, putting it all away again, until I was 
finally able to come back to myself. Kryssa was asleep, quiet now 
and at peace. I sighed as I stretched my sore muscles. 

“Your devotion to your sister is admirable, Mistress Lanya.” 
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I started and spun. The Darkling Prince stood at the end of 
Kryssa’s bed, and my skin crawled as he stared at me. His presence 
overwhelmed me, and I struggled to breathe around it. His eyes 
were dangerous as they looked me over, the sardonic tilt of his 
head belying the deadly force of him, and it was almost a physical 
relief when he turned his gaze to Kryssa. “I had heard she was 
recovering. It’s a pity she has fallen ill again.” 

I swallowed and stood, forcing my numbed tongue to work. 
“It’s only a minor setback, my lord. She'll be fine in the morning.” 

He smiled at me, coming closer, and my skin prickled, warning 
of a lightning strike. “I am sure you are right. With someone as 
lovely as you to look after her, how could she be anything but 
safe?” 

I was trembling, but I did my best to hide it from him. I would 
not let him see how much he terrified me. “Thank you, my lord.” 

He reminded me of a wolf stalking its prey, and I stood frozen 
as he stepped behind me, leaning over my shoulder. His fingers 
burning like embers as they touched my icy cheek, and he stroked 
my hair away from my face, letting the strands of it tumble 
through his fingers. His breath was hot and horrifying as it pressed 
against my neck. “Perhaps one day you will tend to me with the 
same care you show for her.” 

My mouth tasted of blood; I had bitten my cheek too hard in 
fear. “I pray my lord will never need healing from such suffering.” 

His eyes were piercing me, and I stared fixedly at the wall, 
keeping my face as serene as I could manage. His voice, when he 
spoke, was barely a whisper, and I thought later that I might have 
imagined it. “Pray for me.” 

Then he was gone, and there was suddenly air and light again. 
I gazed across the room at the helpless, lost face of Bryonis, who 
had hidden himself in a corner. His worry swamped me, and I 
suddenly retched, vomiting on the floor. I felt feverish, repulsed 
by the Prince’s dark desire that clung to me like the reek of smoke 
after a fire. 

I wanted to strip out of my own skin so that I could feel clean 
again. 

I had a nightmare that night of returning to the Crone’s house. 
The knife was in my hands, and I slit her throat to the sound of 


166 


FORSAKEN 
Kryssa’s screams, so that warm, wet blood poured over my fingers. 
But when she fell, her face was that of the Prince, staring up at me 
in vile want, the wound at his throat gaping like a vicious smile as 
he reached for me and pulled me into the darkness with him. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


KRYSSA 


Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
2 Capad 577A.F. 


The day I was finally released from the Infirmary, the world was 
full of snowflakes. My brothers and sisters were all attending to 
their duties in the Camp, and so Bryonis walked with me to ensure 
I was safe, though I told him it was unnecessary. He insisted, 
stubborn, and so I gave in, unwilling to argue so that I could be 
alone. 

The encampment was quiet, and I only saw one person, far 
across the strange rope-and-wooden bridges, hurrying along on 
some unknown errand. The Forest spread out below and around 
me, and I paused on a platform, staring out at the white and silver 
and evergreen expanse of it, watching it rise and fall toward the 
horizon like a motionless sea. The air was still except for the falling 
snow, and the frozen cold of it bit into my lungs with a touch of 
pain, invigorating after months of drowning in tea and dreaming 
of death. 

The world felt clean, and I was cleaner for being near it. 

“Thank you,” I murmured to Bryonis at last, though I 
continued to gaze out across the Forest. 

“Why?” His voice was confused. 

“Because you didn’t let them kill me. They wanted to, some of 
them still want to. Part of me even hoped they would. But you 
kept them from doing it.” 

“That was more Lanya’s doing, and your brother.” 

“Still. You didn’t have to treat me.” 

“It’s my oath, Lady Kryssa.” He had called me that since I had 
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awakened, and I had long since given up trying to stop him. “Do 
no harm.” 

I frowned. “Maybe that’s what it is.” 

“What is?” 

“Ive been trying to understand the evil I’ve seen, to resolve 
the pieces of it that still live in my head. The woman who died, I 
just can’t quite believe that she was truly evil.” 

“The one who worshipped the Elder Gods and was planning 
to murder your brother and sister?” He blinked at me. “You can’t 
believe that she was evil?” 

I shook my head. “She wasn’t always like that. She took the 
same oath you did, to do no harm. But somewhere along the way 
she became so obsessed with her fear of death that she forgot it. 
But how can anyone so full of regret and remorse, someone so 
afraid, be evil?” 

He shrugged. “Evil is a choice, my lady, as it’s ever been. Even 
the Elder Gods had a choice. No one is truly evil, they just choose 
to be that way until there’s nothing left of them.” 

I stared at him, wondering. “Do you think I’m evil?” 

“No, Lady Kryssa.” His eyes were unguarded and filled with 
raw emotion, and I looked away from them, from the truth I didn’t 
want to understand. “You have the ability to be evil, as we all do, 
but you will always choose to be good. Your heart is too pure for 
you to do otherwise.” 

I swallowed my tears for what he wanted to see, wishing I 
could be the ideal that he envisioned. But I was no longer 
innocent; I was not even the type of damaged thing he thought I 
was, to be healed into someone who could love him in return. 

I was just broken, haunted by madness and memories and 
regret. I had been hated so much by my father that he had tried to 
kill me, and I had left him to die. I should have felt guilty when I 
thought of it, but I felt only relief. I had enslaved myself for years 
to the woman who had bought Alyxen and Kylee with darkness, 
thinking in my pride that I could free them from something I'd 
never even understood. I had abandoned the dream of a boy with 
sea-colored eyes, knowing in my heart that I would never be good 
enough for him, tainted and shattered as I was. I knew that it 
would hurt him, for he thought he loved me. 
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I knew the truth. Bryonis would only tell me what he wanted 
to see, but I had learned the secret. 
We are all evil, and evil is easier than good. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


BRANNYN 


Marla’s Cabin 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
17 Alune 578A.F. 


I stood at the window, watching as the winter snows were washed 
away by the endless spring rain. The Prince had summoned Marla 
for yet another mysterious meeting, and so I waited in her house, 
my stomach twisting with dread. 

When had I figured out that I did not love her? I had thought 
I did, during those first, passionate months. I had craved her like 
the drowning yearn for air, my want burning like the fire in my 
blood. I had raced through my duties, watching the sun crawl 
across the sky, waiting for the moment when I could return to the 
haven of her embrace. She was beautiful and insatiable, filled with 
the knowledge of a woman several years my senior. 

But desire was not love; passion was not intimacy. She 
wouldn’t tell me her secrets, wouldn’t tell me what she thought of 
when her eyes grew sad and distant. I resented it, and her. It 
frustrated me that she wouldn’t let me in; for all the time we spent 
together, we were still little better than strangers. 

The ladder rattled, bringing me out of my thoughts, and I 
turned away from the window. Marla appeared over the edge of 
the platform, raindrops sparkling in her hair as she pulled the 
ladder up behind her. Her face was pale when she glanced at me; 
she attempted a smile, but it looked false and out of place as she 
walked inside. 

“How was your meeting?” I asked politely, not expecting an 
answer. It was another point of contention between us, that she 
would respond day or night to the summons of the Prince. She 
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never told me after what was said, and I wondered if I should have 
pushed her harder to tell me. 

Her shoulders jerked in a shrug. “It was fine.” 

I swallowed back my anger. I wanted to rip the truth from her, 
to shake her until she told me of whatever it was that had left dark 
circles beneath her eyes. My hands heated, and I curled them into 
fists at my sides. 

“I, um, think you're going to be going on a new mission in the 
morning.” Her gaze lingered just over my shoulder. Though she 
tried to hide it, I could see the guilt written on her face. “There’s 
rumors of a new settlement on the far side of the lumber yards. 
Should be good for restocking our supplies.” 

I stared at her. I wanted to believe her, tried to deny what I 
knew. Desperately, I wished she could take back the words- but it 
was there, written in the guilt of her gaze. 

She lied. 

“T have to go.” I was careful not to touch her, to keep my anger 
contained. I avoided her grasp when she reached for me and left 
her house without another word. 

It was the first time in months that I slept in my hammock 
with the others. They said nothing about my return, perhaps 
sensing the turbulence of my emotions. Kryssa only looked at me 
from her pallet on the floor, and I saw in her the ache of 
understanding. I remembered the name Vitricand wondered how 
anyone could survive such awful heartbreak. 

We didn’t speak of it, and I fell asleep at last, and dreamed of 
emptiness. 


Retrieval Cabin 
18 Alune 578A.F. 


In the morning, I arrived at the headquarters of the retrieval teams 
to find Rigger frowning. He spotted me as I entered and motioned 
me over. I joined him, and found Tanner sitting on a crate nearby, 
his normal cheer muted as he stared at his feet. 

“What is it?” I asked, concerned. 

“The Prince has a personal mission for you.” Rigger scratched 
his mustache and refused to meet my eyes. “They’ve established a 
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town on the other side of the lumber yards. It’s about three days 
from here, but there’s supposedly a nearly unlimited supply of 
weapons and food, and only a small guard.” His face wasn’t quite 
able to cover the lie. “You're to take the men and supplies you'll 
need, and head out at once. A wagon should be hitched and ready 
for you when you reach the ground.” 

I bit back my anger at their cowardice, trying to keep my face 
calm, though I wanted nothing more than to lash out with fury 
and fire. “Of course.” I looked at Tanner, who carried his guilt like 
a heavy weight across his shoulders. “Will you come with me?” 

He swallowed and nodded. I glanced away, and saw Rigger 
kick him out of the corner of my eye. “Digger? Breaker?” 

They stared at me from across the room, their faces 
unreadable, and nodded as well. 

I pushed down my anger and shrugged as casually as I could 
manage. “Well, I guess we should get started, then.” 

It didn’t take long to gather what we would need for a three- 
day journey, and soon we were on our way down to the forest 
floor. Kylee was waiting for us by the animal pens, holding the 
reins to a pair of gentle geldings, hitched to a narrow wagon. 
Alyxen had built it to navigate the rugged terrain of the Forest, 
winding between the trees quickly in case of pursuit; it had springs 
so that the axles bent instead of breaking when they hit holes. 

Kylee’s eyes were large as she looked at me. She could feel 
something was wrong. Brannyn? 

Ill handle it. | was careful to keep the anger from my face. Get 
our things and pack a wagon. Be careful not to be seen doing it. 

She nodded, and there was a flicker of something in her eyes 
like dark joy, chasing away the dull misery in them. I realized, 
belatedly, that I had ignored her for months. Impulsively, I hugged 
her, trying to express my shame for her neglect. 

I was not meant for Kryssa’s place. 

It’s alright. Tears sparkled on her lashes. Go. 

I nodded and climbed into the wagon. Tanner had slouched, 
dejected, into the driver’s seat, and he clucked to the horses as we 
set off. 

I waited until we were past the outer sentries of the Camp 
before I turned to him. “Stop the wagon.” 
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He blinked at the sudden coldness of my voice. The wagon 
drew to a halt. “What’s wrong, Farmboy?” 

The false cheer in his voice enraged me, and I knew without 
looking that flames were licking along the sides of my fisted hands, 
dancing across my knuckles. “Don’t be an ass, Tanner.” 

The color drained from his cheeks. “I- I-” 

Strangling rage threatened to burst through my skin. “I’m 
going back.” 

He glanced at Digger and Breaker. “And if we were ordered to 
stop you?” 

I raised my hand and let the rage burst free. A nearby sapling 
exploded in a shower of burning embers, blue fire consuming it as 
waves of heat roiled around us. The horses reared, screaming in 
fear, fighting against Tanner’s tight grip on the reins as they tried 
to bolt. 

By the time the horses were under control again, all that 
remained of the sapling was a pile of ash and reeking smoke. 
Tanner turned to stare at me, his eyes glassy and afraid. I had 
always been careful to hide my gift for fire, and he was unprepared 
for it. His mouth opened and closed several times, but no sounds 
emerged. 

“Tm going to save my sister,” I said into the silence. “I consider 
you my friends. I would really regret having to kill you.” 

Digger placed a heavy hand upon my shoulder, and I braced, 
preparing to burn him. But his eyes were filled with tears, and he 
bowed his head to me in an obvious sign of respect. 

Breaker did the same, and I gaped as both men put their hands 
over their hearts, honoring me. 

“Figures.” Tanner attempted a grin, though shock still swam 
in his eyes. “They always did like to make me look like a fool.” He 
hesitantly reached out to put his hand on my shoulder, as if 
worried he would catch fire by touching me. “You have our 
support, Farmboy, for whatever it’s worth. We'll follow you.” 

Their loyalty calmed my rage, and the flames on my hand 
went out. “Then I need you to keep driving west. Or east. Hell, go 
to Surak, it doesn’t matter. Just don’t return to Camp.” 

“You don’t want us to go back with you?” His brows furrowed. 
“Why?” 
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I set my jaw. “Because I’m going to burn it to the ground, and 
the Prince with it.” 

He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “You know, 
Farmboy, I think it’s time me and the boys went on holiday. I’ve 
heard the flatlands in the east are lovely this time of year.” Then 
he grinned. “And less flammable.” 

My heart lifted. “You know, I’ve heard that, too.” 

“Here.” He unstrapped the belt at his waist, handing me his 
sword. “I’ve heard the Prince’s swordplay is unmatched. Be 
careful.” 

I took it. “Thank you.” 

There was nothing else to say. I climbed from the wagon, 
watching as they were swallowed up by the Forest. Then I rolled 
my shoulders, buckled on Tanner’s belt, and headed back toward 
the Camp. 


REYCE 


Siriun Forest, Western Valory 


Someone had emptied all of my traps. 

I cursed repeatedly as I surveyed the damage, kicking at the 
cut lines of my snares as I stalked from one to the next. It was 
obviously deliberate, and the signs of blood and fur told me that 
they had held prey before being tampered with. I hoped whoever 
had vandalized them had been humane enough to at least kill the 
injured creatures so they wouldn’t suffer. 

But it left me with a dozen broken traps to repair, and a week’s 
worth of food was now missing, and I would have to hunt more 
down to replace it. I would be lucky to get even a few hours’ sleep 
in the next week. 

Reyce? 

I rubbed at the headache behind my eyes. Now's not a good 
time, Kylee. I’ve got some problems here. 

We've got problems everywhere. 

My senses went on alert, at last noticing the hint of panic in 
her tone. What’s wrong? 

I think something’s happening. Brannyn was really angry, and 
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he told me to get our things. I’ve got most of it, but I can't get the 
rest without the guards getting suspicious. 

We re leaving?\ blinked, no longer caring about the traps. 

Yes. I could sense her relief, and her unease. / Jooked in on the 
others while I was getting our things. Kryssa’s fine, but Alyxen has 
a heavy guard around him, and Lanya‘’s missing. 

Missing?! frowned and started back toward the Camp. What 
do you mean, missing? 

She’s not with the seamstresses. I looked for her everywhere 
and I cant find her. 

I reached inside myself, searching for the golden light of my 
sister, and found only darkness. At first, I thought she might have 
been blocking me, but after long minutes of trying to reach her, I 
realized she must be unconscious, which was the only time we 
couldn’t tap into each other’s thoughts. I swallowed, fear trying to 
overwhelm me. /7/ go get Alyxen. Are you safe? 

I think so. | caught a flicker of an image: a wagon, hitched and 
ready, our meager belongings in the bed, and a large black stallion, 
saddled and stomping the ground. 

Wait there. | unslung my bow from my shoulder, stringing it 
in one swift movement. We’// come to you. 

I want to help. Her words tasted like lightning in my mouth. 

No. Let me handle this. We need you to keep the horses safe. 

Fine. She huffed. Be careful. 

I'm always careful. did not hear what she responded, because 
my will was already building, turning my thoughts diamond- 
bright. My connection to the others faded; I was alone with my 
thoughts. I faced the Camp, my eyes fixed to the point where I 
knew Alyxen to be, and began to climb. 


BRANNYN 


Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 


I didn’t want to be spotted by the sentries, and so I had circled the 
Camp and climbed a far tree with thick, well-spread branches. I 
scrambled upward, clambering from tree to tree until I guessed I 
was near to Marla’s house, and could orient myself to the Camp by 
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the glimpses of it I caught through the leaves. I took care to make 
no sound as I ascended, and I struggled to keep my breath from 
growing too loud as I neared the upper canopy. I fought with my 
anger, trying to keep it under control; I didn’t want to set the tree 
on fire accidentally while I was still in it. 

I finally reached Marla’s house, my limbs trembling with 
exhaustion, and I swung through her window to land on my feet. 

She was lying on the bed, weeping, and my arrival startled her. 
She hurriedly tried to wipe away her tears: damning proof that all 
my suspicions had been true. My dread and rage coalesced into a 
sickening ball of betrayal in my gut. 

“Where is she?” I demanded. 

“You shouldn’t be here. If he finds you-” 

“Where is she?” 

She swallowed, fear flickering across her face. “She- she’s in 
the Great Hall. But you don’t understand-” 

“Understand? Understand what? That he’s trying to rape my 
sister? Or that you knew, and hid it from me?” 

She flinched away from the venom in my voice. “I was trying 
to protect you. It was the only way. Hamund’s possessed. He’s 
willing to kill you to have her-” 

My hands fisted into balls at my sides, flames playing along my 
knuckles. “He was going to kill me anyway.” 

The color drained from her face. “No- he wouldn’t- he 
promised-” 

“How many promises has he made you, Marla?” I knew my 
words were cruel. I didn’t care. She would see the truth, even if I 
had to force it down her throat. “Did he promise you that you 
would be free? Because you're not. You're his slave now, left to 
clean up his mess. How many lies have you swallowed, looking 
the other way? You’ve never stood up to him, never tried to stop 
him. He owns you.” 

“No, [-” 

Ruthless, I cut her off, forcing my flames to go out before I 
turned my back on her. She had betrayed me; I wouldn’t listen to 
her try to justify it. “If my sister is harmed because you were a 
coward, there will be nowhere left in all the worlds for you to 
hide.” 
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She stared after me with wide, frightened eyes as I left her 
house, climbing down the ladder to the platform below. I didn’t 
set the ladder ablaze, though I wanted to. But I was not quite that 
far gone with hate. 

I reached for Kryssa, felt the worry bloom in her thoughts the 
moment I found her. 

What is it? 

Lanya. Unable to focus past my furious pain, I sent her a 
confusing pile of images, and she sorted through them with 
growing panic as she tried to reach our sister and couldn't. The 
Prince has her. He’s in the Great Hall. 

What are you planning? 

I’m going to burn it all. My hands caught fire as I stalked across 
the bridges, leaving them in flames behind me. / will leave nothing 
behind but ash. 
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KRYSS 


Infirmary 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
18 Alune 578A.F. 


I will leave nothing behind but ash. 

Brannyn’s anger burned in my thoughts, setting fire to my 
blood. My sister was in danger. We had to escape. Then I glanced 
across the Infirmary to Bryonis, who sat calmly at the desk writing 
letters. Indecision tore at me. Should I leave him behind, unaware 
of the destruction my brother was spreading across the Camp? 

Then I heard a scream, distant and terrified, and my decision 
was made. “Bryonis, come on. We have to go.” 

He glanced up, his eyes unfocused as he frowned at me. “Go? 
Go where?” 

“The Camp is under attack.” I didn’t bother telling him that 
we were the ones attacking. “We need to leave.” 

“But-” I leveled a look at him, and his words choked off. “Yes, 
of course, Lady Kryssa.” He grabbed a dagger from a drawer in the 
desk, and I swallowed the urge to tell him that it would be useless 
against the approaching flames. He hurried toward me. “Let me go 
first, my lady. It could be dangerous.” 

I didn’t have time to argue, for he was already through the 
door. I followed behind him- 

-and watched in horror as an arrow sprouted from his throat. 

“Bryonis!” 1 caught him as he fell, a second arrow whistling 
past my face as I dragged him back inside. His mouth gaped, his 
eyes wide and terrified as blood fountained from the wound. 
Useless tears burned my eyes as I cradled his head in my lap. 
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Shouts echoed outside the Infirmary, the smell of smoke wafting 
through the open door. 

Yet I could only hold him, watching as he died. 

He reached up to touch my face, his thumb rubbing away my 
tears. Hesitant, I reached out to him with my mind, wanting to 
offer him comfort, my grief making me forget what had happened 
with the Crone. 

So beautifil. Even through the pain and fear, he still thought 
of me. J dont want her to be sad. 

I closed my eyes, struggling to shield him from the agony of 
dying. Sleep now, Bryonis. Everything's alright. Sleep. 

He sighed, a smile crossing his face, and died. 

I swallowed the wails of grief that rose into my throat. 
Footsteps were approaching: Bryonis’ murderers, intent on killing 
me. Lanya was still in danger, and my brother was creating a 
firestorm in the heart of the Camp. I did not have time to mourn. 

Vicious rage began to spiral through me, hate and vengeance 
slipping into my veins like poison. Bryonis had been innocent. 
That arrow had been meant for me. 

Kill them, the Crone’s voice whispered in my mind. Kz// them 
all. 


LANYA 


Prince’s Quarters, Great Hall 


My head ached as I woke, and I groaned as I sat up, blinking 
around groggily at my vibrant surroundings. Expensive silks hung 
from the walls, and the enormous, decadent bed I was lying in was 
draped in yet more of them. The colors blended and clashed 
jarringly, and I looked away, worried they would make me sick. 

Against the far wall was a desk, covered in parchment and 
books, and a small, leather-bound chest spilling over with gold and 
jewels. I looked over my shoulder, frowning as I gazed out the 
room’s open side over the tops of the pale, budding trees of the 
Forest. My head throbbed, and I gingerly reached up to touch the 
knot at the base of my skull. 

I had no memory of arriving in this room. I could remember 
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sitting down to my loom in the morning, and then- nothing. 

What in Gods’ name- 

I looked down at myself, my blood freezing when I saw that 
my clothes had been changed. My simple blue dress was gone, 
replaced by scraps of pale pink silk, sheer and clinging and leaving 
much of my flesh bare to the cool air. A thick, rusted manacle 
encircled my ankle, chaining me to a bedpost, and I whimpered, 
suddenly afraid. 

“Did you pray for me, Mistress Lanya?” 

Every muscle in my body tensed, my mouth flooding with the 
metallic taste of fear. I slowly lifted my head and stared into the 
burning gaze of the Prince. 

He smiled, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Because I prayed 
for you.” 


KYLEE 


Prince’s Stables 


“They are coming, Skylily.” 

My hand clenched reflexively on Nightking’s harness. “How 
many?” 

He cocked an ear, listening. “Four, perhaps five. They are 
creeping, like wolves.” 

I swallowed. Five? I can’t handle five. I’ve only ever killed logs 
and dirt. How am I supposed to fight five men?\ glanced down at 
my ring. It suddenly looked ridiculously small, and my hours of 
practice seemed like play. I had a vision of the men laughing as 
they came to kill me, brushing aside my lightning to run me 
through. 

“Tt will be well, Skylily.” Nightking nudged me, then lifted his 
head, proud and defiant. “No harm shall come to you.” 

“How can you-” 

The pigs squealed, and Nightking tensed, his eyes going flat 
and mean. “The wolves are here.” 

I spun. Four men stepped out of the Forest, arrows notched in 
their bows and aimed at my heart. My knees turned to water. 
“Wh- what do you-” 
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Nightking shouldered me out of the way as an arrow whistled 
past my ear. 

One of the men swore, tossing his bow aside to draw his 
sword. “Don’t hit the horse, you idiot! It belongs to the Prince!” 

“Onto my back, Skylily.” Nightking stomped his hooves, 
threatening, and I scrambled into the saddle. 

The men began to spread out, trying to circle us. Nightking’s 
ears went flat against his skull, and he bared his teeth. “You dare 
to challenge me?” 

I barely had time to grab his mane before he charged, running 
down the man who had first drawn his sword. The man screamed 
once as his bones were crushed beneath the stallion’s sharp 
hooves. 

Nightking turned and kicked, his back legs catching a second 
man in the chest. The man went flying, crashing into a tree and 
collapsing to the ground, blood leaking from his ears. 

The stallion charged again. The man he aimed for threw 
himself from the horse’s path with a curse, rolling to his knees and 
raising his bow. I didn’t stop to think. I lifted my hand and released 
the lightning. It arced out, catching the metal tip of the arrow 
before slamming into the man’s chest. He slumped forward onto 
his face on the ground, his legs and fingers twitching. 

Nightking whirled and ran down the last man, gleefully 
snapping bones with his hooves. 

Then it was over. I took a deep breath and sat up, slowly 
unclenching my numb fingers from his mane. A few drops of 
blood had splattered on the saddle; I bent to wipe it clean, just as 
an arrow shot past where my head had been. 

I jerked upright as a second arrow whizzed past me and gaped 
as a fifth man toppled from his hiding place in the branches of a 
tree. I turned in the saddle to find Thellin behind me, calmly 
lowering his bow. 

“Th-Thellin?” 

“Never leave ‘em behind ye, lass.” 

I swallowed my hysterical desire to laugh. “Sorry, Thellin.” 

He glanced around at the bodies. “Guess it be time t’ be leavin’, 
eh? Get on down here, lass. I'll be needin’ yer help wi’ th’ other 
horses.” 
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I blinked, confused. “Why?” 

“T’ain’t no sense in leavin’ ‘em here, now is there?” 

My legs were shaking as I lowered myself to the ground, and 
I clung to the saddle as I tried to gain my balance. “I’m keeping 
Nightking.” I meant to say it defiantly, but it came out instead as 
a plea. 

“Course ye are. He’s claimed ye, hann’t he? Now hurry up, I 
kent do all this by meself.” 

I bit my lip, nodding, and went to help bridle the other horses. 


KRYSSA 


Infirmary 


The first of the ambushers stepped through the door, his sword 
raised as he looked for me. 

I was waiting. Bryonis’ dagger made a satisfying crunch as it 
sunk through the man’s eye, striking the back of his skull. He 
stiffened before collapsing to the floor. His death meant nothing 
to me, trapped in that vicious state of rage, and I bent over his 
body, pulling the sword free from his grasp. 

The second man was right behind him, his eyes wide as he 
swung his sword toward my unprotected neck. I dived out of the 
way, and his blade struck the first man, scattering droplets of 
blood across the walls. 

The sword felt heavy in my hand, and I wielded it clumsily. I 
had no skill with weapons; as the second man approached me, and 
a third appeared in the doorway behind him, my anger began to 
falter, replaced by doubt. 

Kryssa. Something touched my face, a whisper of thought 
brushing against my cheek. I turned my head to see Bryonis, pale 
and transparent, his smile warm as he stared at me. His eyes were 
filled with a wisdom they had never possessed in life. The Crone 
hissed, and I pushed her back into the corners of my mind. 

“You’re- you're dead,” I stammered, glancing to where his 
body still lay on the floor. “You- you can’t-” 

Put away your sword, my lady. The ghost turned to face the 
approaching men, who had paused next to each other in 
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momentary confusion, their eyes darting around the room as they 
tried to discover who I was talking to. J will protect you. 

He floated toward them. Slowly, he stretched his hands out, 
reaching into their chests. 

The men froze, their eyes going wide with horror. They began 
clawing at their chests, their fingers passing uselessly through 
Bryonis’ ghostly arms. At last, they dropped their weapons, and 
fled the Infirmary, screaming. 

Bryonis turned to me. My rage had faded back into grief. He 
had been my friend; though I had not loved him as he wished, I 
had cared for him, and bitterly resented his death. 

The way is clear now, my lady. There are no others lying in 
wait. 

“Tm sorry, Bryonis.” My voice was choked. “I’m so sorry. This 
was my fault.” 

This was the result of greed, my lady. Do not take blame for 
actions not your own. Iam at peace now, and Sirius comes to take 
me to Ca erlyssa. I have served my purpose, and I am content. 

“Bryonis, wait-” 

But he had already vanished, as silently as he’d arrived, and 
once more I| was alone in the Infirmary with only the dead. 


ALYXEN 


Guest Cabin 


The hand pump had to have been smashed on purpose. It was the 
only answer that made any sense- and yet I still couldn't 
determine the logic behind it. Vandalism was unheard of in the 
Camp; former slaves knew better than to create extra work for 
themselves. 

I picked up pieces of the broken pipes, frowning. Who would 
do such a thing? 

The sound of shouting made me glance up, annoyed. The 
Camp had been especially noisy all morning, voices echoing across 
the trees, but it was impossible to understand them through the 
muffle of thick leaves that surrounded this particular house, on 
the outskirts of the encampment. 
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My guards were eyeing each other nervously, shifting their 
weight from foot to foot as they palmed their swords. I had six 
watching over me today; the Prince had set them to look after me 
weeks ago, warning me that he suspected we had a traitor in our 
midst. I normally didn’t mind their protection, but today their 
presence irritated me, their unease setting my teeth on edge and 
making me want to crawl out of my skin. 

One of the older men at last growled and took a step toward 
the door. “I’m going to go see what’s going on.” 

A younger guard- Tomlin, his name was Tomlin- glanced at 
me. “But sir, our orders-” 

He stepped outside. “Five is more than enough for-” 

Whatever five might have been enough for was lost as an 
arrow blossomed between his brows. He turned to stare at us, eyes 
wide as he reached for the arrow, and stepped backward off the 
landing, disappearing without a sound. 

The other guards drew their weapons, their faces grim, and 
stood arrayed before the door. 

I stood, unable to move, unable to breathe in that awful 
moment of waiting, a piece of the useless hand pump still clutched 
in my hand. 

An arrow whistled through the window, and struck another 
of the guards through the skull, dropping him soundlessly. A 
second arrow, a third, and a fourth, shot through the room, each 
finding a mark in the men sent to protect me. 

Tomlin, white-faced and shaking, retreated behind me and the 
questionable safety of the hand pump, and I was certain that he 
would faint at any moment. 

I forced my mind to work. Whoever had just slaughtered my 
guards must be the enemy the Prince had warned me of. The 
noises I had been hearing all morning were the sounds of the 
dreaded attack, someone striking against the Camp. If they had 
killed my guards, I doubted they intended to leave me alive. 

I knelt and scooped up the sword of one of the fallen men. It 
was surprisingly heavy, and the hilt was warm and slick with 
blood. I tried my best to ignore it. 

Tomlin made a noise behind me, and I turned to find his blade 
leveled at my throat. I blinked at him, confused. “What-” 
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“Orders,” he whispered, licking his chapped lips. “Sorry, 


Alyxen.” 

“Orders? But-” 

An arrow pierced Tomlin’s eye, splattering my face with blood 
as he gaped at me and fell, his sword clattering to the floor beside 
him. 

I braced, raising my borrowed sword, certain my death was 
next, preparing myself for the brief pain before the darkness. 

It never came. 

Long minutes dragged by, until my clenched muscles began to 
cramp and ache, and I was forced to move to loosen them. Cold 
sweat had plastered my tunic to my chest; my stomach roiled at 
the stench of death around me, threatening to make me sick. Still, 
nothing happened. I swallowed and stepped hesitantly toward the 
door. 

Someone began to climb the ladder. 

I dropped into a crouch, the sword raised over my head. I did 
not need skill nor training to brain my would-be assassin as he 
appeared over the edge of the landing. Even if I didn’t kill him, he 
would lose his balance, and the long fall to the forest floor would 
do the rest. 

He was nearing the top; I could hear the sound of his 
breathing. Only a few more feet. I tensed, ready to strike as soon 
as I saw the top of his skull- 

White light blasted into my mind, knocking me off my feet; 
for an instant I was blinded by it. The sword dropped from my 
nerveless fingers as I lay on my back, gasping. 

The brilliant whiteness dimmed, and I blinked away the spots 
that seemed to linger in front of my eyes to find Reyce looming 
over me, his face a mask of blankness, his eyes solid black and 
terrifying. 

“Tm sorry,” he said, though he didn’t look to be. His voice was 
somehow deeper, and my bones ached with the sound of it. “I 
came as fast as I could, but Brannyn’s burned most of the bridges. 
I had to come the long way.” 

I gaped at him, trying to make sense of his words. “Brannyn 
what? Why? What’s happening?” 

“The Prince is trying to rape Lanya, so Brannyn’s declared war 
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on the Camp.” Reyce began climbing back down the ladder. 
“Come on, we have to get back to Kylee. She’s all alone with the 
wagon.” 

“Wait! Did you-” I glanced at the dead guards, then back at his 
cold, blank eyes. “Did you kill them? A// ofthem?” 

He merely stared at me. 

I swallowed. “Never mind.” 

He turned and made his way back down the ladder. 

I followed, my mind reeling in shock. There must be some sort 
of misunderstanding. Hamund’s my friend, he’s protected me, 
treated me as an equal. Surely he wouldn't try to rape my sister. 

Tomlin’s whispered apology echoed in my mind, confirming 
my fears. 


BRANNYN 


Great Hall 


Kryssa had reached the rope ladders leading to the Great Hall 
before me and was already climbing. I strode across the last of the 
bridges to join her. Someone shouted and I turned, seeing the 
arrow pointed at my sister’s back. I didn’t even see the man’s face 
as my hand shot out, and a blast of flame roasted him where he 
stood. 

Thank you. 

I swallowed, feeling a little ill, but I had no time to gauge how 
I felt about my first kill. Lanya was still in danger, and I struggled 
again to reach her, surprised this time when I found her, though 
her golden light was almost grey with fear. 

Lanya! 

Brannyn, help!1 saw her chains, and the Prince’s eyes, lit with 
sick desire. 

Weve coming. Even in her thoughts, Kryssa sounded 
exhausted, her body unprepared for this kind of exertion. We7/ 
save you. 

I made sure my hands were out and cool before starting up the 
ladder. I had grown used to the trick of them over time, and 
quickly outdistanced Kryssa. I heard more shouting from below; 
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an arrow whined as it passed too close to my ear. I set my jaw, 
ignoring the itch between my shoulder blades as I climbed. 

Thankfully, a second arrow never came. My vision narrowed 
to a single point, high above, my thoughts vicious and dark, guilt 
and anger swimming through my blood, volatile and explosive. 

Lanya was in danger, and it was my fault. 

Stupid, I chided myself as I neared the top. It was stupid that I 
hadn’t thought to warn her, to alert any of my siblings to the 
Prince’s depraved need. Selfishness and arrogance had kept me 
close-mouthed; Marla and my own stubbornness might yet cost 
me my sister. I cursed steadily as I levered myself over the edge, 
into the Great Hall. 

It was empty. 

I swore, violently, and turned to pull up Kryssa’s ladder, 
yanking it up hand over hand, my rage fueling me on, so that 
within moments she was standing in the Hall beside me, her face 
pale and blood-smeared as she looked around. 

“She has to be on the other side of the wall,” I murmured, and 
hoped the Prince couldn’t hear us. I wondered if I should ask her 
about the blood, then decided against it. I glanced over the edge 
toward the platforms far below, saw the tiny figures of men trying 
to climb the ladders. Deliberately, I set the ropes on fire, one by 
one. 

Kryssa blanched. “What are you-? How are we going to get 
back down?” 

“The Prince has a private exit,” I reminded her. “Alyxen built 
it. Let’s go.” 

I was certain there was a secret door through the wall behind 
the throne, and Kryssa searched for it, pressing whorls and knots 
in the wood in the vain hope of finding it. I growled, impatience 
prickling along my skin. We did not know what was on the other 
side of the wall; I did not want to risk hurting Lanya by blasting 
through it. 

But when she screamed, loud and piercing, I threw caution to 
the winds. “Fucking bastard,” I growled, and blue fire shot from 
my hands. The wall simply evaporated into ash. I stepped through 
the choking smoke into the Prince’s chamber, embers scattering 
like snowflakes before me. 
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He crouched behind Lanya on the bed, a dagger held to her 
throat and his hand fisted in her hair. I lowered my hands. I 
couldn’t set him on fire without burning her as well. 

My sister’s eyes were blind with fear, and I swallowed my 
disgust. “Let her go, Hamund. It’s the only way you live through 
this.” 

His head tilted, his lips twisting into a mocking smile. “I was 
just talking to her, Farmboy. No need to be so dramatic.” 

Kryssa entered behind me, her eyes cold. “Let go of her.” 

The Prince’s eyes widened, and he laughed, high and wild. 
“You? You would make demands of me?” Feral rage twisted his 
features, his eyes hot and dangerous. “I saved you! I saved all of 
you! I am owed this!” 

“We owe you nothing.” I drew Tanner’s sword. “Fight me like 
a man, or are you willing to die behind a woman like the coward 
you are?” 

He glared at me, and then gasped. His eyes rolled toward the 
back of his head and he spasmed violently, his mouth working in 
a silent scream as his fingers scrabbled at his face. 

I jerked my head toward Kryssa, saw her face turn pale as 
death. “No, don’t-” 

Lanya cried out and shoved the Prince’s arm away, yanking 
the dagger from his grip and throwing it across the room. Blood 
trickled brightly from a scratch across her throat. 

Kryssa collapsed. 

Perhaps it was because his desires had already dissolved his 
mind into lunacy, but Hamund recovered from Kryssa’s attack 
faster than I would have thought possible. He shoved Lanya aside 
and snarled, climbing from the bed and drawing his sword as he 
faced me. 

“Tll take her with your blood on my hands,” he whispered, 
smiling, his eyes hard and bright. “Ill drink her tears like wine.” 

I felt sick. “You’re a monster, Hamund.” 

He glanced at the smoldering hole I'd left in the wall. “So are 
you.” 

For one brief, stunning moment, the world seemed to freeze 
as we stared at each other. His face reflected my anger, the 
frustrations I felt mirrored in his eyes. He was my arrogance and 
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selfishness personified. He was self-absorption and conceit and 
dark secrets. I understood him in that instant as I had never 
understood another living soul. We were equal, he and I, two sides 
of an imperfect coin. 

But in the end, he was just a man: a weak man with moments 
of brilliance, or perhaps a strong man with moments of brilliant 
weakness. He could die like any other man, and I would kill him 
before I let him hurt my family. I would not be weak, I would not 
cower and run. His death would finally absolve me of my guilt for 
not protecting Kryssa and heal me of my shame. 

He jolted, his body stiffening in agony, and the moment was 
broken. He turned, and I stared at the dagger hilt- his dagger hilt, 
the one Lanya had thrown- protruding from his back. 

“Traitorous whore,” the Prince gasped, and it was only then 
that I noticed Marla behind him, trembling and afraid, her dark 
eyes filled with all those terrible things I had wanted to know that 
no longer mattered. It took too long for me to see her, to 
understand that it was she who had stabbed the dagger into his 
back, to realize that he was turning toward her with his blade still 
in his hand- 

“Marla, no!” 

It was too late. The Prince’s sword caught her above the hip, 
carving into her. She cried out as the blade sliced up into her ribs, 
folding in around it, and he kicked her off before her bones could 
snatch it from his grip. She collapsed, her blood spreading so very, 
very quickly across the floor. 

He turned back to me, grinning and mad. 

I no longer cared about my guilt. I raised my hand and turned 
him to flame. 

The Prince screamed in agony as he ran in circles, setting the 
curtains and walls of the room on fire before finally falling out of 
the building. His cries echoed across the Forest as he tumbled to 
his death, sending flocks of birds screeching into the sky. 

I ignored all of it, dropping Tanner’s sword to rush to Marla’s 
side. I fell to my knees in her blood and pulled her into my arms. 

She smiled at me faintly and reached up to touch my cheek. 
Her fingers were hot with blood, and I felt it burn on my skin. I 
knew her injuries were beyond that of any healer. 
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“T could never... let him... hurt you,” she murmured, her 
breathing labored. “Forgive me?” 

Tears burned my eyes as I pressed my lips to hers. She had 
betrayed me out of love, and saved me by the same- what else 
could I do? “I forgive you.” 

She sighed as a tear ran down her cheek and died in my arms. 
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KYLEE 


Prince’s Stables 
Camp of the Darkling Prince, Western Valory 
18 Alune 578A.F. 


Iam rarely surprised by much. I do not run screaming from spiders 
or mice. I never jumped when my brothers slipped an insect or 
worm down the collar of my tunic. 

But I don’t know of anyone who could be prepared for a 
burning corpse to come tumbling out of the sky. 

It landed with a sickening thud almost at my feet, spraying me 
with bits of blood and brain and dying embers. The sound I made 
was in a range so high it was possible only animals could have 
heard it. The horses flinched and glared at me reproachfully. I 
barely noticed. The blackened, smoking, oozing corpse before me 
was barely recognizable as a person. 

I swallowed against the urge to retch and stared up at the 
barely-visible edge of the Great Hall. What in Gods’ name are you 
all doing up there?1 hoped they only heard irritation and not my 
nerves. Why are you dropping flaming dead people on me? 

Sorry, Kylee. Lanya’s voice was scared and shaken, yet she still 
tried to soothe. The Prince jumped before we could stop him. 

This is the Prince?\ gazed at the formless sack of burnt flesh, 
my head light. A waft of smoke curled around me, filling my nose 
with the scent of cooked meat, and I vomited. 

We're trying to come to you. 

I spat and backed away from the corpse, wiping my mouth as 
I returned to the safety of the horses. Smoke was beginning to fill 
the sky over the trees; it wouldn’t be long before everyone in 
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Valory knew the location of the now-Princeless Camp. Foolishly, 
I wished Thellin hadn’t left me alone. 

Something thudded into the ground thirty feet away, and I 
jumped, swearing, then buried my face in Nightking’s mane. For 
the love of all that’s holy, will you stop dropping bodies around 
me? 

Sorry, Kylee. Reyce’s voice, blinding white; even through the 
abrupt pain in my head I could sense he wasn’t truly apologetic. 
We'll be down in a few minutes. 

I prayed my siblings would not be the next ones to topple from 
the trees. 


BRANNYN 


Prince’s Quarters, Great Hall 


I had thought once that there was no worse pain than the cruelty 
we had been raised with, the blows and abuse, the bruises and 
blood and occasional broken bone, but it all paled in comparison 
to the sheer agony of grief. I stared down at Marla. Her dark eyes 
were open and unseeing. Now I would never know her secrets, 
never fully come to understand her silences or what she thought 
of when her face grew sad and far away. There are no words to 
describe that pain, and any I thought of would never do it justice. 

I blamed myself, though it was much too late for the 
knowledge. We should have left as soon as I had grown suspicious. 
Why hadn’t I insisted we slip away before dawn? I had known for 
months that the Prince might attack Lanya, and I had guessed the 
night before that it was upon us. Why had I bothered to keep such 
a necessary truth a secret? 

And J at last admitted to myself: because I had wanted to stay. 
My selfishness had kept me silent, placing my sister in danger. 
Like a fool, I had wanted to prove myself, to show that I could 
protect my family just as well as Kryssa, arrogantly thinking my 
fire would be enough to keep them safe. No one else needed to 
suffer under the burden of my secret. 

And this was the price I paid for it. 

Poor, pathetic boy. I knew you wouldn't be able to protect 
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them. You are too weak, too spineless, and now you sit in your 
lover's blood. You can’t protect anyone. 

I don’t know how long I knelt there, bent over her body in 
mindless grief, but it felt like a very long time. 

Brannyn? Lanya’s voice was gentle but tinged with worry. 
Brannyn, the room is on fire. 

It hurt to let go of Marla, to leave her broken and lifeless on 
the floor as I turned to my sister. She jerked the chain that held 
her to the bed, her eyes bright with repressed panic as I began to 
search for the keys, willing my heart to go numb. Kryssa lay on 
the floor, unmoving, and I stepped over her to pick up Tanner’s 
sword before rummaging around the desk. 

The room was burning, choking smoke rising through the 
open wall, and far away I could hear shouting. It didn’t concern 
me; nothing did. 

Marla was dead. 

It finally occurred to me that the key must still be on the 
Prince, but his burning corpse was far, far below us, and we didn’t 
have time to fetch them. Instead, I kicked the heavy wooden post 
of the bed that she was chained to until it splintered, not trusting 
my emotions enough to use my fire on it. With one final kick, it 
snapped, and Lanya was free, though the manacle was still 
clamped firmly around her ankle. 

I sank down on the edge of the bed, uncaring of the looming 
flames, unwilling to try to save myself, unable to think of anything 
beyond my grief. 

Marla was dead, and it was all my fault. 


LANYA 


Prince’s Quarters, Great Hall 


Brannyn’s grief was crippling me. 

The Great Hall was on fire, and I worried that the choking 
death that lurked in the billowing smoke would soon reach down 
to catch us, though for the moment it seemed content to pour out 
the wall, leaving the air in the room clear. I tried to think 
rationally of escape, but my mind felt scattered, my emotions 
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nearly crushed beneath the weight of his heartbreak. 

Marla is dead, it’s all my fault, stupid, foolish, I break 
everything I touch- 

Lanya? Alyxen’s voice, hesitant and afraid, saved me from the 
agonizing spiral of Brannyn’s unshielded thoughts. 

I took a shaking breath. /’m here, Alyxen. 

Are you- Did Hamund really-I could feel the betrayal lurking 
in his thoughts, the knowledge of what the Prince had done 
conflicting with his memory of a man who had tended to a dying 
boy. More heartbreak, more suffering. I desperately wished I 
could save him the pain, save any of them. 

But I couldn't, not from this. 

Yes. I looked at Brannyn, mindless with grief, then at Kryssa, 
collapsed at my feet, and finally at Marla, her skin luminous 
against the dark glitter of blood. Yes, he really did. 

He didn’t reply, closing off from me after a flicker of pain, and 
I was grateful for it. I could barely focus past the throbbing in my 
skull, and the thoughts and emotions of the others sharpened it to 
a blinding ache. 

We had to get out of the Great Hall. I remembered at last that 
Alyxen had built the Prince an elevator for quick escapes, and 
looked around for it, spotting it on the far side of the chamber, 
where the fire had yet to spread its greedy fingers. I hurried to 
inspect it, my chain clinking against the floor with every step. The 
elevator was solid, meant to carry four if the Prince needed to flee 
with his guards. I nodded, approving, then returned to my siblings, 
the glare of the flames almost blinding me. 

“Brannyn, I need you to carry Kryssa to the elevator.” I put as 
much command as I could muster into my voice; he was too far in 
shock for me to be gentle. 

He didn’t look at me, only stood and lifted Kryssa into his 
arms. I grabbed the leather-bound chest from the desk, closing the 
lid to stack as many books and scrolls and maps as I could manage 
on top of it, and hauled it away from the flames. I knew we might 
need the money from it to seek out another healer if my sister took 
ill again. 

I put the chest beside my blank-faced brother in the elevator, 
and returned to the room, searching for my missing dress. It was 
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irrational to look for it with the fire creeping closer, but it had 
been my mother’s, and I did not want to leave it behind. 

I found it beside a wardrobe nearly bursting with clothes, 
tucked into the shadows near the elevator. I pulled on a thick 
cloak trimmed in soft fur- I learned later it was ermine- and began 
piling as much clothing and fabric as I could grab onto a second 
one. I tied the corners together to make a hasty sack before 
returning to my brother. I pulled the levers, and marveled as we 
glided smoothly down toward the forest floor with hardly a lurch. 

Alyxen was right to be proud of this. 

We finally settled gently onto the platform beside the horse 
pens. The world was quiet; I no longer heard shouting from above. 
Kylee was waiting for us, and she rushed to help me with the 
things I had taken from the Prince. Beneath her scowl, I could 
sense her relief, though her eyes flickered as she glanced at 
Brannyn and Kryssa. 

They ll be alright, I assured her. 

Of course they'll be alright. She glared at me. Why wouldnt 
they be? 

Her anger made pain flare in my temples, and I winced, 
wishing I could rub it away. Not now, Kylee. I dont have the 
strength to fight you. 

She muttered a foul curse under her breath and stalked off, 
stowing the sack of clothes in the back of the wagon before 
swinging into the saddle of her stallion. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the still-smoking 
remains of what had once been the Darkling Prince, and I 
swallowed, ignoring the urge to look as I carried the chest to the 
wagon and climbed in beside the prone form of Kryssa. Brannyn 
sat beside me, his face blank as he stared out at the Forest. 

Alyxen and Reyce arrived a few minutes later, sweating and 
out of breath. For a moment, Reyce’s eyes looked strange, but 
when he glanced at me again, they were normal, tired sapphire 
reflections of my own. 

“Where’s Teodore?” Alyxen asked as he climbed into the 
driver’s seat. Reyce scrambled up behind him. 

“I gave him to Thellin.” Kylee scanned the trees as we started 
forward, searching for signs of ambush. “He’s too old for this 
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journey, anyhow.” 
Alyxen’s shields flickered, revealing his bitterness. “We’re all 
too old for this journey.” 
I sighed, silently agreeing, and began the task of mending my 
broken family. 


BRANNYN 


Siriun Forest, Western Valory 


I only looked back once as we rode away from the Camp of the 
Darkling Prince. From the ground, I could see the blaze and the 
smoke, but not the source. I thought of Tanner, and Digger and 
Breaker, and even of Bryonis. I hoped my friends were safe, and 
nearly regretted what I had done. 

Then I remembered Marla’s face, cold and still with death. My 
rage flickered briefly before it was smothered by my grief. She had 
asked me to forgive her, and I had. But how could I ever forgive 
myself? 

I shuddered, before turning my back, and my thoughts, away 
from all that had come before. 
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PART THREE 


FALLOR 
CENCE 


Victoire, my love, 
I cannot wait to return to you- 
these weeks away have been all but unbearable. 
Surely there could be no more beautiful sight 
in the world to me than the lights of Fallor, 
guiding me home. 


-A letter from Gavor of the Rose, 
Knight of Valory, 
to his wife Victoire 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 


LANYA 


The Siriun Forest, Western Valory 
18-19 Alune 578A.F. 


I am not strong, not like Kryssa. I am not brave, like Brannyn, nor 
clever like Alyxen. I am not as self-sufficient as Kylee; I am not 
even as insightful as Reyce, though he seemed less so in the days 
that followed our departure from the Camp, his eyes dark with a 
child’s fear. The weight of all that had happened lay heavily upon 
us all. 

No, I am nothing like the others. What I am, in the end, is 
practical, and that sometimes feels more curse than blessing. 

My brush with horror at the hands of the Prince was 
truthfully not as awful as it could have been. That is not to say I 
was not affected by it. Far from it, in fact. I would have liked 
nothing more than to curl into a ball and weep for days. But I could 
not, not when Kryssa was all but mindless. Not when Brannyn’s 
grief battered against me until I thought I would drown in it. Not 
when Reyce and Alyxen and even Kylee stared holes in me when 
they thought I wouldn’t notice, their collective terror swamping 
my own. 

I remembered when I had been little, and Kryssa had brushed 
my hair while the others slept, her voice both bitter and wistful as 
she told me of our mother’s vision. Heaven had whispered to her, 
claiming us as the Gods’ chosen, and she had died for that dream. 

I wanted to laugh at the sheer folly of it then, seated in that 
wagon as we fled the Camp of the Darkling Prince. If we were the 
Gods’ chosen, it was only because they liked to play with broken 
toys. 
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The horses Kylee had procured for us were young and fresh, 
prancing along merrily at a good pace. We did not stop at all that 
first day, nor well into the next, resting the horses as infrequently 
as we dared before continuing on. Our tracks were too noticeable 
in Alyxen’s altered wagon, and too easy to follow so deep in the 
Forest; we were looking for a road, one that would take us away 
from the darkness we had escaped, toward the mysterious, hopeful 
unknown. 

I barely slept that first day, though the others did, rotating 
through shifts of napping in the bed of the wagon and driving it. I 
was exempted from having to take the reins so I could care for 
Kryssa: a daunting task, considering the damage. 

Her mind had not fully healed from her ordeal with the Crone, 
and she was bleeding memories again. They mixed in her head in 
a terrifying, dizzying way, like a kaleidoscope of madness. The 
Prince’s perversions gnawed at her, disturbing and vile, and I was 
forced to delve through it, delicately piecing my sister’s mind back 
together, locking the memories away once more. | had seen the 
remnants of the Crone before; the memories repulsed me, but they 
were already familiar. The Prince’s mind, though disgusting, was 
mild by comparison. 

But then I found his memories of the women that had refused 
him, and the reason why his chambers had been built directly over 
the pens of the pigs. 

My stomach heaved, and I threw myself to the edge of the 
wagon, barely managing to reach it before I was violently ill. Who 
could do that to another person? I shuddered and wondered if I 
would ever be able to forget this new horror. 

The others turned to me in concern, but I waved them away. 
My skin was clammy as I sat back down, and I wiped my mouth 
with the back of my hand as I glanced at Kylee. “Don’t eat the 
pigs.” 

She swallowed, white-faced, and said nothing. 

I was careful to make sure that particular image was buried as 
far as I could hide it. 

It takes time to repair a broken mind. Even when I thought I 
was finished, I still had doubts. Was something left undone? 
Would all my work unravel? 
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I was also concerned because I had discovered Vitric within 
Kryssa’s mind. She had called for him when she was ill, his name 
a bright, shining light in her darkness. Now she kept the light 
locked away, treating his name like a memory, though it burned 
just as strongly. 

I sat back, staring around at my siblings, my gaze pausing to 
rest on Brannyn’s face. What did we lose to remain together? How 
strong would the Gods make us become? Would we always be 
forced to choose between safety and happiness? 

Were we meant to live our entire lives alone? 

The thoughts depressed me, and when I finally allowed myself 
to sleep, somewhere in the morning of our second day, I dreamed 
of a life of emptiness. 


Western Valory 
20-25 Alune 578A.F. 


It began to rain late in the second day, a chill, soaking spate that 
left us drenched and miserable as we huddled beneath the Prince’s 
cloaks. It continued for days, slowing our progress, though 
thankfully it erased signs of our passage. 

On perhaps our fifth or sixth day, we at last found the road 
east, and Brannyn came out of his catatonia long enough to check 
the map and tell us that it might take another week and a half to 
reach Fallor. I stared up at the endless grey skies with a sigh, 
uselessly wishing for a break in the weather. 

Mist rose from the earth in the evening, creating a haunting 
fog that roamed across the ground and all but obscured the road 
ahead. We had just agreed to stop for the night when Kylee leaned 
forward, pointing out across the gloom. “What is that?” 

I squinted through the drizzle, following the line of her finger, 
and frowned. It looked like a bonfire, but who could keep a blaze 
going amidst all this rain? 

Perhaps it’s magic, I thought, and shuddered, memories of the 
Crone crowding around me. But the others were staring toward 
the light with more hopeful expressions than I had seen in days, 
and I was tired of being cold and wet, so I swallowed my fears, and 
nodded. Alyxen started the wagon forward again, leading us 
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toward the mysterious fire. 

The mists parted before the hooves of the horses and swirled 
in our wake. The rain muffled the sounds of our passage, so that I 
almost felt like we were ghosts as we approached what was clearly 
an ordinary flickering fire, set into the earth beneath a stone 
bower that protected it from the rain. A building rose out of the 
fog behind it, windowless and dark, the rain-slicked grey stone 
gleaming in the light of the abandoned fire. The entrance gaped, 
shadowed and ominous, like the mouth of some great forgotten 
beast, waiting to swallow us. 

Alyxen slowed the wagon to a halt, his nerves filtering into 
the horses so that they pranced with unease. 

“What is this place?” Kylee whispered, her voice barely 
audible above the crackle of flames. Her face was pale as she 
clutched Nightking’s mane, and he nickered softly, reassuring. 

“I don’t know.” I glanced down at Kryssa. She was still 
sleeping, her face serene in dreamlessness. She had only woken a 
handful of times since leaving the Camp, chased by nightmares 
into disorienting, fearful reality. Each time I had forced her to eat 
and had made her drink my pitiful attempts at tea, before she had 
sunk once more into healing oblivion. 

I wished she were awake now, to make the choice about what 
we should do. But she was not, and Brannyn gazed at me in apathy, 
his grief leaving him numb to the dangers around us. The others 
watched me, waiting; it would be my decision. 

I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. “Ill 
knock.” 

I climbed from the wagon, their eyes following me as I crossed 
before the heat of the fire pit and walked up the smooth, shallow 
steps toward the doors, nearly hidden in the shadows of the 
entrance. As I drew closer, I could see faint light shining between 
the seams, and the air grew warmer. 

I swallowed, bracing against my memories, and knocked as 
confidently as I could manage. The sound of my knock echoed 
within; had my siblings not been watching, I would have fled back 
to the safety of the wagon like a frightened deer. 

I heard nothing from inside, but I did not know if it was 
because no one was responding to my knock, or because the doors 
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muffled the sound of their approach, or because my heartbeat was 
thundering so loudly in my ears that it all but deafened me. I raised 
my hand and knocked again. 

I was ready to knock a third and final time when I heard a 
noise from the other side of the door. I jerked back as it opened, 
spilling light and warmth across me. 

For a moment, fear turned the figure before me into the 
looming form of the Crone, blood streaming from the shadows of 
her throat. I blinked and the image faded. 

She was young, though it was impossible to judge her exact 
age beneath the delicate filigree of the black mask she wore, which 
left her eyes shadowed and mysterious. Much of her dark, curling 
hair was covered by the crimson hood attached to her robes, 
cleverly cut to be both loose and yet cling to every ample curve. 
Her arms were bare and smooth, tan despite the early spring. 

“Welcome to the Temple of Vanae,” she murmured. Even her 
voice was lovely, a melodic dropping of vowels that made me sway 
toward her almost involuntarily. “Do you seek to honor the 
Goddess?” 

“Ah-” I glanced over my shoulder at my siblings, drawing her 
attention to them. “I- we- are seeking shelter, my lady.” 

“Of course.” Her full lips drew back in a smile, warm and 
comforting. Her eyes sparkled beneath her mask. “You may claim 
sanctuary for one night.” She drew the doors open wider. “Please, 
come in. I will send someone to care for your horses.” 

It’s a temple, I told the others. Come inside. Brannyn, bring 
Kryssa. 

I'm going to stay with the horses, Kylee said, thankfully too 
tired to be belligerent. /7/ join you once they're seen to. 

The others piled out of the wagon, their arms filled with our 
belongings. Brannyn lifted Kryssa gently, cradling her against his 
chest; she stirred briefly, her mind surfacing for a moment, only 
to sink once more into sleep. 

The priestess- she was a priestess, I was sure of that now- 
looked concerned when she saw my sister. “Is she ill?” 

I hesitated. Was there any simple answer to Kryssa’s ailment? 
I remembered the fear we had faced in the Camp, the threat of 
death that had hung over her for months before the healers had 
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left. I did not dare trust strangers with the truth- but I did not 
want to lie to a priestess, either. “She has a headache, my lady,” I 
answered at last. It was nearly true, after all. “She just needs sleep 
to recover.” 

She nodded and crooked a finger before turning back into the 
hall. The slim smoothness of her back was exposed, scandalous and 
erotic in the flickering glow of the dim sconces that lined the hall. 
I followed, drawn to her sensuality like a moth to a flame, nearly 
hypnotized by the subtle sway of her hips beneath her robe. 

The hall was lined with beautiful mosaics of people locked in 
passionate embraces; after a brief glance at them, I kept my eyes 
on the priestess, feeling blood burning along my cheeks. I had 
known that Vanae was the Goddess of Pleasure, as well as Beauty 
and Fertility, but ’d had no idea her worshippers embraced her 
tenets so... ardently. 

The hallway ended at another set of double doors, these 
embossed with gleaming golden symbols I did not recognize. The 
priestess did not pause or look to see if we were still following but 
pushed open the doors and walked into the large atrium beyond. 

More masked, red-robed priests and priestesses waited within, 
seated on low couches or lounging on thick, comfortable pillows. 
The women were dressed similarly to the priestess leading us, in 
backless, hooded robes; the men wore robes that only covered 
their back and legs, leaving their chests bare and glistening with 
oils. 

I swallowed, my ears filling with the sound of rushing blood. 

The priestess walked casually between them toward a dark- 
skinned woman on a dais, who reclined on a couch draped with 
red-and-gold silks. She looked at us through the eyes of a gold- 
filigree mask as we approached, her eyes black and unknowable. 
The flawless smoothness of her skin gleamed beneath the lights of 
candles and wrought-iron lanterns scattered throughout the room 
and glittered on the large gold bracelets that wrapped up the 
length of her forearms. Two girls in white robes and blank white 
masks knelt on either side of her couch, their heads bowed and 
eyes trained on the floor. I guessed them to be initiates, a little 
younger than me, though their complete stillness made them 
appear like statues, only the rise and fall of their chests revealing 
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that they were actually alive. 

The priestess that had led us into the room stopped before the 
woman’s couch, and knelt, spreading her hands before her, palm 
up. “Your Grace, these supplicants seek shelter and sustenance, in 
honor of the Goddess.” 

The woman looked us over, her eyes lingering on Kryssa’s 
limp form. “So I see. Rise, Melore.” Her gaze turned to me, pinning 
me in place, and I felt as if all my secrets unrolled before her, both 
the awful and the mysterious alike. “I am Nephele, High Priestess 
of Vanae. What are you called?” 

“Lanya Rose, your Grace.” I curtsied awkwardly, aware of 
every eye in the room being upon me. “These are my brothers and 
sisters. It’s an honor to be invited into your Temple.” 

Nephele’s eyes remained upon my face, and I kept my features 
still, though I could do nothing for the flush that ran along my 
cheeks, embarrassed because I was dirty and stained with travel, 
and I hadn’t been able to bathe since leaving the Camp. 

Nephele’s gaze never wavered; I could sense amusement 
within it, and sympathy for my discomfort. She gestured with a 
graceful hand. “Welcome, Lanya Rose. It shall be our pleasure to 
grant you, and your family, the hospitality of our Goddess, and 
honor Her with your comfort.” 

I blinked as she clapped sharply, uncertain what she was 
offering. Melore stepped forward to take my elbow as other priests 
and priestesses rose around us, moving in a shared, effortless 
sensuality that left my knees trembling. They bowed to Nephele. 

“See to their needs, for the honor of the Goddess.” She 
gestured, dismissing us. “Return for the evening prayers.” 

Her stare was burning through my flesh, and I bowed again, 
dizzy and afraid I might fall. Melore gripped my elbow, her hands 
surprising strong despite their softness. Her skin shone like copper 
beneath the lanterns. 

We were led down a vast hallway, hidden behind the silk 
curtains of the atrium; the floors slanted down, so that we were 
soon beneath the earth, though the air did not grow cold, nor 
smell of musty cellars as I expected. Instead, it was warm and 
fragrant, filled with the light, sweet scent of citrus. I glanced at 
Melore, wondering. “What is that scent?” 
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“Orange blossoms, my lady.” Her lips curved. “It is a sacred 
flower to our Goddess.” 

I took a deep breath. “Indeed.” 

She led me through a door off the hallway, away from my 
brothers and sisters, and into a sumptuous bedchamber. I worried 
for a moment about being separated from the others, but the sight 
of an extravagant, sunken tub dominating nearly half the room 
wiped the thought from my mind. Shelves filled with bottles and 
jars rose on the wall above it, glittering in the light cast by 
wrought-iron braziers. Thick pillows and cushioned benches were 
scattered across the floor, leading toward a massive, curtained bed, 
half-hidden in the shadows at the back of the room. 

Two white-robed initiates, a boy and a girl, had been kneeling 
on the pillows before the door, and they rose gracefully as we 
entered, gazing at Melore expectantly. 

“A bath for our guest,” she instructed, gesturing to the tub. 
“And some refreshments, I think.” 

The initiates bowed, and the boy left the room as the girl 
walked to the wall beside the tub and pulled a long chain. A 
hidden pipe appeared from beneath a cleverly swinging tile, 
steaming water gushing into the tub as she tucked her long, straw- 
blonde hair behind her ear. She smiled shyly at me as she waited, 
her eyes wide and blue and lovely behind her white mask. 

When the tub at last was full, she released the chain and began 
to add oils and powders to the water, stirring it with a long 
wooden stick. 

The boy at last returned with a small tray, laden with 
delicacies and a pitcher of red Valorian wine, as well as two 
goblets. Melore lounged on the couch beside the tub, smiling as 
the boy offered the tray to us, his eyes a vivid green behind his 
blank mask as he met my gaze. I swallowed, and looked down at 
the tray, not recognizing any of it. 

Melore lifted one, a red, teardrop-shaped fruit, and brought it 
to my lips. “Strawberry,” she murmured, the burnt gold of her eyes 
filling me with a strange ache. 

I bit into the fruit, and almost moaned at the sweetness. 

The girl came behind me and began to unlace my dress, and I 
nearly choked. I clutched my gown, blushing, intensely aware of 
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the three sets of eyes upon me, blue, gold, and green, staring at me 
in amusement. 

“You cannot bathe in a dress,” Melore said gently, and my face 
burned even hotter. 

“I- I know, my lady.” I swallowed, pointedly not looking at 
the boy. “It’s just-” 

“We are servants of the Goddess, Mistress Lanya.” The boy’s 
voice was a deep, beautiful tenor, gliding along my skin like the 
brush of a finger. “To serve you is to serve Her.” 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. If it was the will of a 
Goddess, who was I to argue? I nodded, swallowing my modesty, 
and allowed them to undress me, until I stood naked and 
vulnerable beside the bath. My flush had crept down my throat, 
my embarrassment leaving me meek and tongue-tied. 

The girl led me into the tub, careful to prevent me from 
slipping, and lifted a silver ewer from a shelf as I was seated on the 
bench beneath the foaming water. The boy- he murmured that his 
name was Eilon, and the girl was called Iselin- lifted the ewer 
above me and poured warm water over my head. I closed my eyes, 
sighing as the bliss of steaming water overwhelmed my shyness, 
and I at last relaxed as their gentle hands began to bathe me, 
cleaning dirt and grime from my skin with a soft cloth. My hair 
was soaped and my skin oiled, and water was poured over my head 
repeatedly until they at last decided I was clean and drawn from 
the tub. 

Iselin toweled my dry, then motioned for me to lie flat on my 
stomach upon a low bench, set beside Melore’s couch. I did as 
commanded, and Eilon bent over me, his hands spreading across 
my back as he began to massage. Iselin rubbed lotion into the balls 
of my feet, and Melore fed me grapes and small bits of delicious 
cheese as I tried not to melt with pleasure. 

I must have fallen into a doze at some point, for Eilon was 
shaking my shoulder and murmuring for me to sit up. I did as he 
asked, yawning widely, too relaxed and content to be embarrassed 
any longer for my nudity. 

My hair was brushed and braided, Iselin’s clever fingers 
winding it into an intricate mass atop my head, cleverly pinned so 
that I had only to remove a golden hair comb to have it fall around 
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my face. A lovely, silken gown in shades of dark violet was 
brought to me, and I felt both scandalous and liberated as they 
dressed me in it, wearing nothing beneath it. The soft fabric 
swirled around my bare feet as I walked. 

A gong sounded, somewhere far off in the temple, and Melore 
rose to take my arm. “It is time for evening prayers.” 

She led me from the room, and Iselin and Eilon trailed behind 
us back toward the atrium, their eyes downcast and hands neatly 
folded. 

Nephele was waiting for us, her dark eyes taking in my 
appearance with approval. Brannyn and Reyce had arrived before 
me, dressed in tunics and breeches the color of midnight, their 
arms and faces left bare. Reyce looked as relaxed as I felt, but 
Brannyn seemed uncomfortable, desire cloaking him like a 
shroud. Though I was grateful for any reprieve from his grief, I did 
not like to see him distressed, and so I subtly tried to ease his 
emotions, projecting some of my tranquility onto him. 

Melore led me to a couch and sat beside me, her gaze on the 
High Priestess as we lounged against soft cushions, listening to a 
priest play a delicate melody on a harp as quiet conversation 
rippled around us. Eilon and Iselin knelt on the floor before us, 
and we quietly waited for the others to arrive. 

Kylee and Alyxen arrived at last. Alyxen’s face was amused 
and filled with the same lethargy that the rest of us felt, but my 
sister’s was bright red, her eyes hot and angry as she glared around 
accusingly. I could tell by the shirt and breeches she still wore, as 
well as the smudge across her cheek, that she had refused the 
offered bath. 

They tried to take my clothes off! She was all but growling. 
What is wrong with these people? Why would they try to get me 
naked? 

It’s how they honor their Goddess, | explained patiently as she 
came near me, and my nose wrinkled. Honestly, you could have 
used the bath. 

The look she gave me would have set ice on fire. /’m not letting 
a bunch of strangers bathe me. 

Fine. I shrugged, not in the mood to argue. Have it your way. 
Just don’t stand too close to me, alright? You smell like the wrong 
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end of a horse. 

Better a horse than a cheap whore, she sneered back, but I 
could sense her sudden embarrassment as she stalked away from 
me, hiding on the far side of Brannyn. He glanced at her, but if he 
said anything to her, I didn’t hear it. 

An initiate walked into the room and bowed to Nephele before 
whispering in her ear. She nodded and motioned him away with 
a flick of her fingertips. Her eyes turned to me. “Your sister will 
not wake,” she informed me. “Is she ill?” 

“A headache, Your Grace.” I hoped she wouldn’t question me 
further; I had a feeling that lying to the High Priestess would be 
impossible. “She'll be fine.” 

She levelled me with a look but didn’t pry. Instead, she rose 
from her couch with a grace I could not hope to imitate, and 
gestured to us with wave of long, slim fingers. I saw that her nails 
had been tipped with gold paint. “It is time for evening prayers. 
Come, join us.” 

The other priests and priestesses also rose, and we followed 
her amid the press of warm, oiled bodies through wrought-iron 
doors at the rear of the shadowy atrium, descending a long flight 
of well-lit stairs. The staircase emptied into a chamber well below 
ground, lit by hundreds of candles scattered across the floor. The 
walls were rough, unfinished stone, the ground beneath our feet 
unpaved and unpolished. Rising above us, three times as tall as a 
man, was a statue of a beautiful woman, clad only in cunning veils, 
her sensuality evident even in the carve of marble. 

I blushed, confused. Surely it was nearly blasphemy to depict 
a Goddess in such a state of undress. But the priests and priestesses 
gazed up at her with looks of rapture upon their faces, and I could 
sense only awe in them, a wonder and purity of devotion that 
made me ashamed for my thoughts. 

Nephele approached the statue’s feet and sank to her knees, 
lifting her face as the others bowed around her. We knelt, 
watching as the High Priestess held up her arms, her gold bracelets 
catching the lights of the lanterns. “O, Goddess of Beauty, most 
lovely daughter of our Faith, bring blessings of joy to we your 
servants.” 

“Bless us,” the crowd murmured. 
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“Open our eyes to the wonders of the world, the pleasures you 
have bestowed upon us. Keep us ever in your light, so that we do 
not grow cold and numbed to the glory of your gifts.” 

“Keep us in your light.” 

“We thank you, Our Lady Vanae, for the happiness you bring 
us, the desires of the world that you make possible. Let us forever 
treasure your presence in our lives, so that they may be all the 
fuller for it.” 

“We thank you.” 

She lowered her arms. “So mote it be.” 

“So mote it be.” 

I felt a brush against my mind, something vast and lovely and 
frightening- and suddenly I understood. There was no blasphemy 
here, no scandalous disregard for modesty in the presence of this 
Goddess. Rather, there was a profound, overwhelming respect, 
and a deep, encompassing love. Vanae was the Goddess of Beauty, 
and so her worshippers celebrated Her beauty. She was the 
Goddess of Pleasure, and so they delighted in Her pleasures. 
Anything less would have been blasphemy. 

My eyes burned as I gazed up at her lovely, marble face. When 
was the last time I had appreciated the beauty of the world around 
me? We had spent so much of our lives struggling to survive that 
we took the good in it for granted. We had ignored our Gods, 
neglecting our Faith. Vanae brought us pleasure and happiness. If 
there was no shame in seizing a piece of it, then why did we not 
honor Her for granting it to us? 

I bowed my head and formed a silent prayer. Gods of my Faith, 
forgive me. I will try harder to remember and give You the honor 
You are due. 

I felt the warmth of a hand upon my cheek, and then it was 
gone, and I was being drawn to my feet. Melore’s burnt gold eyes 
were wide behind her mask, and she gazed at me with an 
expression of wonder. “We have been touched by the presence of 
our Goddess,” she murmured. “Blessed are we.” 

“Blessed,” I agreed, nearly as breathless. 

She leaned forward and brushed her lips to mine. “Divine light 
guide you.” 

I shuddered as she walked away, my mind wiped clean by her 
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casual touch. My siblings were getting similar treatment, and they 
bore it with bewildered patience as the priests and priestesses gave 
each other both blessings and kisses with careless affection. 

Nephele appeared beside me, her dark eyes intent upon my 
face. “You are Chosen,” she murmured, her voice pitched so only 
I could hear. 

I did not think she expected an answer. “I do not know, Your 
Grace.” 

“It is a difficult thing, to be the Chosen of a God.” Her eyes 
were filled with secrets I did not understand and was unsure I 
wanted to. “They use their servants hard, even if they are 
rewarded in the end. You have my pity.” 

I stared at her, wide-eyed and speechless. 

She smiled, her head tilting. “Come. A feast has been prepared, 
which is only fitting. Tonight, the handservants of a Goddess will 
toast the Chosen of the Gods.” 

She turned away, the gold paint of the symbols on her spine 
gleaming in the candlelight. 

I took a deep breath and followed. 
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ALYXEN 


Great Hall 
Temple of Vanae, Western Valory 
25 Alune 578A.F. 


The feast thrown for us by the priesthood of Vanae was- to put it 
mildly- glorious. Plates of roasted chicken and duck, vegetables of 
every kind swimming in butter and seasonings, and sweet, juicy 
fruits I had no name for were served to us by white-robed initiates, 
who stared at us with open curiosity and no little envy, thinking 
that our travels made us adventurers. It was the first time in as 
long as I could remember that I had more than enough to eat, and 
I groaned as I reclined on my cushion, my stomach filled to 
bursting. My siblings and I were crowded in among the priests and 
priestesses, who laughed and joked with us as if they had known 
us for years. 

My siblings all but sparkled amid the crimson robes, their 
presence and personality causing them to shine out from among 
the casual sensuality that surrounded them. I wondered if Lanya 
knew that her cheeks were flushed with excitement at being the 
center of attention, sitting at the head of the table between 
Nephele and Melore. Brannyn didn’t seem to realize that his 
brooding had caught the attention of any number of women in the 
room, though they finally managed to draw him out of his 
melancholy after he downed several glasses of sweet Valorian 
wine. Even Kylee seemed cheerful, engaged in a deep conversation 
with an initiate over their love of horses, and after a while they 
vanished from the room, presumably to look in the stables at 
Nightking. 


FORSAKEN 

Strangely, it was only Reyce who seemed to not be enjoying 
himself, surrounded at the far end of the table by a gaggle of young 
initiates and priestesses, who pestered him repeatedly for our tale. 
He frowned at them, and I could sense his discomfort at the idea 
of telling them our dark history. 

But I was a storyteller, and this seemed an excellent moment 
to flex my skills. I distracted them from my brother easily, 
launching into a highly imaginative retelling of our lives, turning 
our mundane horror into a terrifying fantasy. 

I became aware, around the time that the Crone had turned 
into a dragon and Lanya had been forced to slay her or else let 
Kryssa be eaten, that I had captured the attention of the entire 
room, and all were listening to my tale in rapt silence. Even Lanya 
and Brannyn were watching me with wide eyes, as if wondering 
how we could manage to escape from such a terrible beast. 

There are some things that are too horrible to speak of, so that 
the only way to speak of them is to hide the truth behind 
imagining, which is what I did. The Darkling Prince became a 
dark shade who befriended and then betrayed me; Marla became 
a tragic, enchanted wood nymph who was killed by the death of 
her tree. Brannyn’s eyes sparkled with tears, and he gulped more 
wine to hide them. 

I concluded my tale as we left the woods, smoke billowing in 
our wake from the destruction of the shade’s castle. Overall, the 
tale was my greatest work of blended nonsense and reality till that 
point, and I felt a sense of pride as I finished it, wondering when I 
would have an opportunity to write it down. 

The room burst into enthusiastic applause; even my siblings 
clapped. 

Well done. Brannyn’s eyes were overly bright, but I did not 
know if it was from tears or the wine. 

You made me a knight! Reyce beamed at me. I’ve always 
wanted to bea knight! 

“Vanae’s gifts are strong in this family,” Nephele said, once the 
cheering had died down, and she raised her glass to toast me. 
“Beauty, intellect, and a way with words.” Her golden mask 
glittered in the light of the lanterns as she glanced aside. “We must 
return the favor of such a well-told story. A story for a song, I 
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A young woman rose, her dark hair almost stark against the 
porcelain of her skin. Her eyes were downcast beneath her black 
mask, and despite the brilliant color of her robe, I'd barely noticed 
her among the other priests and priestesses. But she straightened 
as she clasped her hands before her, and began to sing in a soft, 
aching soprano. 

“Dancing with the shadows 

That fall at your feet; 

I’ve always loved the shadows 

That hide us when we meet. 

I wear a cloak of starlight, 

And you watch me as I pass, 

As I dream within the shadows, 

As I gleam upon the grass; 

As I shine upon the dew drops 

Before the day’s begun- 

The glory in the darkness 

Before the rising sun. 

I fade away at morning, 

When all the stars are gone; 

With all my lovely shadows, 

We vanish with the dawn. 

Oh, come and seek me 

When evening takes the light- 

We'll dance upon the shadows 

And dream away the night.” 

I applauded with the rest, bowing my head in defeat. “Clearly, 
I’m outmatched, my lady. I can’t believe my humble story could 
have ever earned such loveliness.” 

She flushed, her eyes still downcast, but a smile played along 
her lips. “It is custom in the Hall of the Goddess that the loser of 
such games grants the winner a favor.” 

I swallowed at the playfulness of her tone and prayed my voice 
did not break. “What favor would you ask, my lady?” 

She glanced at me shyly before looking away again. “A kiss, I 
think,” she murmured. “That would please the Goddess.” 

I flushed to the roots of my hair. I had never kissed a girl 
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before; there were none my age in the Camp. But I could not 
decline without hurting her feelings and possibly angering her 
Goddess, and so I rose and went to her. It was startling to realize, 
despite the difference in our years, that I towered over her, so that 
she had to stand on tiptoe to brush her lips across mine. The others 
cheered, and I returned to my seat, dizzy and lightheaded, my lips 
tasting of honey. 

There was nothing for it then but that all the priests and 
priestesses wished to impress us. One priest juggled apples; 
another priestess showed us her skill at sleight-of-hand, making 
her wine glass vanish and then reappear, all the more impressive 
for her lack of sleeves. We clapped and cheered as they performed 
for us, and the initiates moved around us silently, refilling our 
wine glasses with unobtrusive grace. 

It was only when Brannyn climbed unsteadily to his feet, his 
eyes glazed and determined, that I realized we had drunk far more 
than we were used to. 

“Brannyn, no.” I stood, already knowing what he planned. The 
delicate silk curtains decorating the room suddenly looked very 
threatening. “It’s too dangerous.” 

“Relax, ‘Lyx,” he slurred. “Pm gonna be careful.” 

Lanya also rose, her face calm and serene as she approached. 
“Brannyn-” 

“I practiced at the Camp. On solo runs.” He held up his hand, 
his forehead wrinkling in concentration. “Just watch.” Fire 
blossomed along his fingers, spiraling into itself until it formed a 
tiny dragon of yellow-orange flame, which crawled over his hand 
and shot tiny puffs of smoke into the air. 

The priests and priestesses gasped, then applauded as the tiny 
dragon bowed to them before vanishing back into my brother’s 
hand- though the flames, I noticed, did not go all the way out. 

Good enough, Brannyn. | rubbed my hands on my pants 
nervously. Now put the rest of it away. 

I don't want to. He was smiling, swaying in place as he gazed 
at his hand. J want to play with the fire. I never get to play. I 
always have to be careful. 

Because fire is dangerous, | reminded him, wondering if I 
could jump across the table and brain him before things got too far 


217 


RKS HOBBS 


out of hand. 

No, it’s not. Not unless I want it to be. He raised his hand, 
ready to prove his point in what I was certain would be a 
disastrous end to our evening. 

I winced, bracing myself. 

Lanya sighed. /’m sorry, Brannyn. 

His eyes closed, and the flames vanished from his skin as he 
sank to the floor, his loud, raucous snores filling the hall. The 
priestesses gasped. 

“Ts he alright?” Alailia asked, concerned. 

I attempted a smile, feeling weariness pull at me. “He’s fine. 
Just a bit too much to drink, is all.” 

Nephele was gazing at Lanya again, as she had done when we'd 
arrived, but whatever thoughts she had she kept well-hidden. She 
nodded briefly to me. “My apologies. You must all be tired, and it 
is getting quite late. It is rare that we are able to entertain here, so 
far from the towns and cities, and so we tend to get a little carried 
away.” 

It was a dismissal, and white-robed initiates immediately 
appeared at my elbows, taking my hands to lead me back to my 
room. I watched two boys struggling to lift Brannyn in a 
somewhat dignified manner, until a priest simply stepped forward 
and hoisted him over a shoulder like a sack of potatoes and carried 
him from the room. 

Melore was leading Lanya from the table, and Reyce was 
hemmed in by more initiates, begging him for stories about what 
it was like to be a knight as they escorted him from the room. I 
was distracted by watching them, and so nearly forgot myself, 
jerking myself to a halt just in time. 

I bowed deeply to Nephele. “Thank you for your hospitality, 
Your Grace.” Words, not my own, rose within me, spilling out into 
the room before I could stop them. “You honor your Goddess well 
with your gifts.” 

She blinked at me, for the first time since our arrival looking 
genuinely surprised. But the hands on my elbows were insistent, 
and I was very tired, and so I was ushered from the room before 
she could respond. 

I was led back to the room I had bathed in. Most of the lanterns 
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had been extinguished, leaving it dimly lit, though I could still 
make out the shape of the bed. My weariness pulled me toward it, 
oblivious to the helping hands or even the presence of the initiates 
as I stripped off my clothes and crawled into it, sinking into the 
soft pillows. I felt someone lift a blanket to cover me against the 
chill, and then I knew no more. 


REYCE 


Guest Chamber 


I could not sleep. I tried to, tossing and turning in the strange, soft 
bed, but it was hopeless. Too many thoughts whirled through my 
head, pulling at me and making me restless. At last, I gave up, 
rising to dress before making my way quietly into the hall. 

The Temple was different at night. The halls were dark, their 
lanterns extinguished, and the atrium felt empty and hollow 
without its clustering of red-robed priests. I made my way down 
the stone hallway at the back of it, until I came to the chamber of 
the Goddess. 

She really is pretty, I thought, staring up at the marble statue 
of Vanae. Not as pretty as my Lady, though. I thought of the Lady’s 
golden freckles, her brilliant red-gold hair held in place by delicate 
gold chains, her green eyes soft and warm as she looked at me. But 
then, no one is as pretty as my Lady. 

The sconces flickered, their flames dancing as if with sudden 
laughter. I blinked, startled, and backed away. 

“You amuse Her.” 

I spun and found Nephele standing behind me a few feet away. 
“I- Pm sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.” 

“You are not intruding.” She sat on a bench and gestured to 
the seat beside her. “I come here when I cannot sleep, either. I find 
peace here, and sometimes I can hear the Goddess speak to me.” 

I sat beside her, fascinated despite myself. “What does she 
say?” 

“A great many things. She has told me of the wonders of a 
flower blooming on the edge of a great volcano. She has told me 
of the birth ofa star, so distant its light has yet to reach us. She has 
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told me of lovers sharing their first innocent kiss, laden with the 
promise of a passion that will defy even death.” She smiled, her 
eyes dark with secrets. “She told me of you.” 

“Me?” My mouth dropped open. “Why would She talk about 
me?” 

“You are different, are you not?” It was an echo of the Lady’s 
first words to me, and I wondered why this priestess would repeat 
them. “You have a grand Destiny, Reyce Rose. I am not permitted 
to see it, but I do see the glory of it, shining off of you.” 

“T don’t understand.” 

“You will.” She looked up at the marble statue and sighed. “I 
can tell you one thing, a truth you should know for your journey. 
That which is right is not always good.” 

I made a face. “I don’t understand that, either.” 

“Neither do I.” She looked back at me, reaching out to stroke 
my cheek. “You should get some sleep.” 

I opened my mouth to tell her I wasn’t tired- and yawned 
widely. Suddenly, it was all I could do to keep my eyes open. “Can 
I stay here for a while?” 

She smiled and motioned, and I curled up on the bench to lay 
my head in her lap. I felt her stroke my hair tenderly, and within 
moments was sound asleep. 


KRYSSA 


I dreamed of death and blood and the Crone’s screams, trapped 
inside my head. The floor beneath my face was slick with tears, 
and Father’s form breathed darkness in a circle of flames. The 
Darkling Prince held a knife to my throat, his eyes filled with 
madness as he laughed at me and pushed me so that I fell. Fingers 
clawed into my mind, filling me with pain, and I was drowning in 
shadows. 

Below the shadows waited something, something worse, 
something horrifying- 
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I woke, soaked in cold sweat, unable to move and deafened by the 
thundering noise of my own heartbeat. The room was dark, and I 
did not know where I was. 
Someone’s arm slid around my waist, comforting and warm 
against the strangeness. I sighed, calming, a smile rising to my lips. 
“Vitric,” I murmured, and slipped once more into sleep. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


BRANNYN 


Guest Chamber 
Temple of Vanae, Western Valory 
26 Alune 578A.F. 


I woke with a blinding headache. 

I moaned, aching. I wondered if my sword had been left by 
the bed, and if I could behead myself with it without moving. My 
mouth tasted of sand, and I couldn’t feel one of my hands. Gently, 
my bones feeling as if they were made of fragile glass, I levered 
myself onto my elbows, and moaned again. 

“My lord, you need to drink this.” 

I cracked open my lids toward the sound of the voice and 
flinched as light pierced into my swollen eyes. A young initiate 
knelt beside my bed, his face amused beneath his white mask. He 
lifted a cup to my lips, and cool, life-affirming water flooded into 
my mouth. I gulped noisily, heedless of what I spilt. When the cup 
was empty, he refilled it from a silver ewer, and I swallowed that 
as well, sighing in relief as the throbbing in my head eased. 

I sat up, wincing as my hand prickled, regaining feeling. The 
sheet I had been lying under slid from my chest to my lap, and I 
blinked, confused by my nudity. I had no memory of undressing 
the night before. In fact, I had no memory of coming to bed at all. 
The last thing I remembered was the wine burning in my blood, 
and the heady feel of fire upon my skin, and- 

“Gods.” I grimaced as my own voice made my head ache. I had 
been showing off. I had created a dragon of flame, which had 
crawled over my hand, beautiful and unrestrained by my normal 
caution. I had wanted to create a life-size one, Alyxen’s words of 
warning like an annoying buzz in the back of my mind. I 


FORSAKEN 
remembered nothing else and prayed I hadn’t hurt anyone. 

“It’s a terrible punishment, isn’t it?” 

I jerked, regretting the movement when the room tilted, 
disorienting. Nephele reclined on a bench near the bed, her eyes 
amused behind her golden mask. The lanterns reflected the oils on 
her dusky skin, so that, for a moment, I thought she was glowing, 
a nimbus of light surrounding her lithe form. 

“You- Your Grace.” I clutched the sheet around my waist, 
trying to cover myself. “Forgive me.” 

“Feeling a little indisposed this morning?” she asked, and I 
nodded, miserably. “I would truly be surprised if you weren’t. The 
initiates told me you drank at least two bottles of my best Valorian 
red last night.” 

I winced. “I am sorry for that, Your Grace.” 

She waved away my apology. “I can always get more wine. 
Those who seek the blessings of our Goddess are very generous 
with their gifts. 1 am more concerned with your punishment.” 

“Punishment?” I repeated, feeling both nervous and foolish. I 
wished desperately for my clothes. 

“Vanae blesses us with the joys of life, but only in moderation. 
Those who would indulge in excess, who would squander her gifts 
selfishly, are often punished for it.” She raised a brow. “Do you not 
feel punished?” 

My head felt as if a god was driving an arrow through it. By 
hand. I gritted my teeth. “I feel very punished, Your Grace.” 

“You have suffered much,” she murmured, rising from the 
bench to slide gracefully into the bed beside me. She reached up 
to press cool hands against my face, and I nearly whimpered as the 
gentle touch began to relieve the pain in my skull. “Destiny is 
often heedless of the cost of following its Design.” 

My eyes closed, and I leaned into her hands. “Your Grace?” 

“It has been a long time since our Temple accommodated a 
Firemage.” 

Her voice was so soft, I almost missed the implication of her 
tone. “Firemage?” Frowning, I opened my eyes to look at her. “I 
can’t be a Firemage, my lady.” 

Her head tilted, though her hands continued to lightly 
massage my scalp. “Then what are you?” 
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“Tm just-” What was I? Could I be a Firemage, like out of the 
stories that Janis used to read to us when we were children? But 
no, those men and women had been heroes, wielding their magic 
for the good of the world. I was no hero, no savior of the world. I 
had never believed that we were the Gods’ chosen. I was simply 
too selfish to be a champion for good. 

Marla’s face swam before me, and I pushed it from my 
thoughts. Much too selfish. 

“I am just a man with a talent for fire, Your Grace,” I replied 
at last. “I cannot even control it very well. It doesn’t make me a 
mage.” 

“A talent for fire.” Her voice, rich and sweet as honey, sounded 
amused. “That is an interesting way to describe your performance 
last night.” 

I winced. “Did I burn something? If I hurt anyone-” 

“You caused no harm,” she interrupted, dismissing my 
concerns with a shrug of her shoulders, “though I believe you have 
Lanya to thank for that.” Her eyes were dark and serious as she 
stared into mine. “You need training. You need to learn to control 
this talent. Or the consequences could be much more dire the next 
time you drink. Which I would recommend you not do, if it 
provokes you to grandstand.” 

I blinked. “Your Grace?” 

“Control is everything.” Her hands slipped from my face, and 
she stood, slim and beautiful. “When you are ready for training, 
you should seek out the Lady Elodie, in the Allun Temple of 
Mejares.” 

“The Allun Temple?” I was beginning to feel brain-addled, 
though I realized the ache in my head had vanished. It was only 
her presence that left me feeling slow and stupid. 

She smiled, and cupped my face in her palms, leaning down to 
brush a kiss against my lips. The contact sent a bolt of desire 
through me, so sharp I gasped. She was still smiling as she 
straightened, her eyes mysterious and alluring behind her mask. 
“Control is everything, Brannyn.” 

I swallowed, watching wide-eyed as she walked to the door, 
her hips swaying provocatively beneath her robe. Lust scorched 
me, hot and heady, my skin burning as she opened the door and 
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slipped into the hall beyond it. The door closed quietly behind her. 

I swore, ignoring the startled squeak of the forgotten initiate 
as I grabbed the ewer by my feet and poured its contents directly 
over my head. The cold water soaked me, and the sheets. 

But it cooled my blood so that I no longer feared catching fire 
against my will. Steam hissed from skin, rising in a cloud around 
me, and I sighed as I set the ewer down. The initiate was goggling 
at me, his mouth agape, and I tried to smile at him. 

Control is everything. 

Mejares was a long, long way to go, but perhaps I should try, 
after all. 


LANYA 


Guest Chamber 


“You should wake now, Lanya.” 

I groaned and buried my head further into the pillows. 
Pushing all of my exhaustion into Brannyn had left me wide-eyed 
and awake until nearly dawn. I had fallen asleep at last, and the 
comfort of being warm and dry and well-fed left me lethargic, 
unwilling to venture from the bed. 

Someone poked my ribs, and I shifted enough to glare at 
Melore through one eye. She was bright-eyed behind her mask, 
her robe immaculate despite having spent all of the night before 
reclining on the bench beside my bed, talking to me. I wondered 
if she had slept at all and doubted it. 

“You should wake up,” she repeated. 

I grumbled but rolled over and hoisted myself upright. The 
covers slipped, but my nudity no longer bothered me in front of 
Melore; she had only laughed at my weak attempt at modesty the 
night before when she’d undressed me for bed. If the Gods 
intended for us to hide our beauty behind clothing, then why are 
we born naked? 

It was a tantalizing concept, and I was thrilled by the illicit 
freedom of it. Even in my exhaustion, the feel of silk sheets sliding 
across my bare skin was decadent. I resolved to myself that one 
day I would possess my own room like this, and always sleep 
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unclothed. 

Melore grinned at me and handed me a cup of warm, strong- 
smelling dark liquid. I sniffed it, the pleasing odor of something 
like earth and hazelnuts waking me a little more. “What is it?” 

“It’s called kaffe. Nephele has it imported from Tante for us. 
It’s a little bitter, but the effects are amazing.” 

I took a swallow, then gasped, coughing. “A little bitter?” 

“It does take getting used to.” 

I made a face. “I’m not sure if I want to get used to it.” 

“You have a long day ahead of you, m orin. You should drink. 
Think of it as medicine.” 

I nodded. The bitterness was already fading, leaving behind a 
pleasant aftertaste. I took another, more cautious sip as Melore 
stood to summon the initiates attending me. 

I gazed after her. Life in the Temple of Vanae was simple: they 
indulged in pleasure, honoring their Goddess by offering her the 
beauty of themselves, inside and out. Initiates were trained in the 
arts of hospitality, music, cooking, and games before taking their 
vows; though it had seemed odd to me at first that a god could find 
reverence in a well-cooked slice of veal or the rattle of a cup of 
dice, I could now think of no better way to revere the Goddess of 
Pleasure. 

It was all so, well, beautiful, this extraordinary and exotic way 
of life, worshipping Vanae with both body and soul, to find worth 
and holiness in the simplest of happinesses- It made me long to 
stay within the paradise of the Temple walls, to join in the worship 
of this Goddess, and not venture anymore into the dark, 
unfriendly world beyond. 

But Nephele had named me Chosen, and I was still angry with 
the Gods of my Faith. If they had claimed us as their own, then 
they had failed to protect us as they used us as a weapon against 
the darkness. They had thrust hardships and pain and horror upon 
us until we broke beneath the weight of it. I could not stay in this 
Temple with such anger inside me. It would be a blasphemy when 
I was surrounded by those who worshipped with pure hearts, and 
I could not bring myself to take part in hypocrisy, no matter how 
tempting. 

And my confusing new friendship with Melore made it very 
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tempting. 

I sipped my kaffe. She was so assured, so confident in herself 
and her place in the world, but beneath I sensed a deep loneliness, 
and it called to me, pulling me to her. I wished I possessed her 
poise, her knowledge of herself. I had learned at last that she was 
Mejaren, which explained the copper sheen of her skin, but she 
had been raised in Val Estus as a foundling child at the Great 
Temple of the Faith, until finally being sent to serve the 
priesthood of Vanae at sixteen. Priests and priestesses of the Faith 
were honored and respected, spending their lives in worship of 
our Gods, so that the Darkness could never tempt them to turn 
against mortals as it had with the Elder Gods. 

It seemed a simple, wonderful life, and I envied her for it. 

The initiates who had bathed me the day before entered the 
room. Iselin kept her eyes downcast, but Eilon glanced up, his 
green eyes running over me before he caught my gaze. He blushed 
and returned his gaze to the floor. 

I couldn't help but smile and finished my cup before setting it 
on the floor. The kaffe was buzzing through my blood so that I 
was, at the very least, alert, and no longer in danger of falling back 
asleep. I sighed and stood, letting the sheet fall as I walked to the 
tub for my bath. 


KYLEE 


Guest Chamber 


I took a bath. 

It was uncomfortable, allowing the white-robed girls to attend 
me, pouring water and scented oils over my skin. I endured it, 
swallowing my pride. Lanya’s words from the night before still 
stung me, her mention of my “smell” causing me to grit my teeth 
and endure the embarrassment of being naked in front of 
strangers, if only because they refused to let me bathe in privacy. 

One of the girls finally beckoned, letting me know I could 
climb from the tub, and I stood on the drying mat as they 
approached me with towels. Determined to preserve some of my 
dignity, I snatched the towels from them, holding the girls off with 
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Someone knocked on the door, and one of the initiates went 
to answer it. There was a murmuring of low voices, and she 
opened the door wider, to allow in- 

“Kryssa!” 

She grinned at me, green eyes sparkling, though she still 
looked too pale. If I had not been naked still, I might have flung 
myself at her; as it was, I couldn’t resist beaming at her, my relief 
to see her awake overwhelming my normal scowl. 

“Kylee.” She looked relieved, and I wondered how, even on 
the brink of madness, she could still manage to worry over us. “It’s 
good to see you're alright.” 

“Tm fine.” I jerked a shoulder, trying to resume my usual 
indifference, but couldn’t manage to stop smiling. One of the girls 
handed me clean underclothes, and I donned them. “When did 
you wake up?” 

“About an hour ago. A priestess told me where we were. I ate 
and bathed and came looking for you.” 

A warmth spread in my chest, that she had looked for me first, 
and I covered my foolish grin by busying myself with my shirt and 
breeches. The worst of the stains had been cleaned from them, the 
hole in my right knee patched, and I wondered who had stayed 
awake all night just to mend my ragged clothing. 

Kryssa sighed and sat on the couch beside the tub. “I’m sorry, 
dear heart.” 

How many emotions could I feel in such a brief time? I could 
feel her regret pressing against my shields, threatening to drown 
us both. My throat tightened, my eyes burning. “It’s alright.” 

“No, it’s not.” She shook her head. “I was too wrapped up in 
my own head to see you were suffering. If ?d known how much 
you hated the Camp-” 

I coughed, pointedly, and glanced at the initiates. [dont think 
we should mention the Camp here. 

She rubbed her forehead. Yes, of course. I forgot. Her eyes 
were clear as she looked up at me. “I amsorry. I won't neglect your 
feelings again.” 

I gazed down at the bracelet on my wrist, my link to the 
lightning. I hadn’t even taken it off to bathe. If I hadn’t been 
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neglected, would I still have gone for that ride? I liked my solitude 
and freedom. While I wanted the attentions of my siblings, it 
seemed unfair to make Kryssa suffer such guilt over what had been 
essentially my choice. If I had truly made my feelings known, I 
had no doubt the others would have been willing to leave the 
Camp immediately. It was my silence that had allowed us to stay. 

Kryssa thought she had been selfish in the Camp for ignoring 
me- but how selfish had I been? I had not even tried to understand 
my sister’s pain. She carried the memories of the Crone in her 
head, that evil woman who had wanted to consume my soul to 
gain immortality and had nearly lost her mind in the process. 

And I had never even thanked her for it. I had taken for 
granted that she would protect me, because it was what she had 
always done. 

I stepped back from myself, in that startling moment of clarity, 
and managed to gaze at the past year unbiased. Kryssa had nearly 
died, driven more than half-mad by pain and death and horror 
that I couldn’t even begin to imagine. Brannyn had been thrust 
into her role, unready for the burden, and his struggle to keep his 
fire hidden and the distraction of his happiness had blinded him 
to the dangers around us. Lanya, who I had always envied for her 
calm- how often had I woken to the sound of her quiet weeping, 
plagued by nightmares of the life she had taken, and, instead of 
offering comfort, had simply gone back to sleep? Alyxen had tried 
so hard to make friends with the Prince, to contribute to our cause, 
and had instead been betrayed. Even Reyce was grieving in his 
own way, his eyes too old for someone so young, the blinding light 
inside him hiding an aching emptiness. 

I had isolated myself so that I wouldn’t feel their pain. How 
could I blame them for neglecting me when I had chosen to shut 
them out, if only so I didn’t have to endure their agony? 

“It’s alright, Kryssa,” I said softly, raising my eyes again and 
making myself smile, though I felt small and shallow as the 
resentment drained out of me. “I like being alone.” 

I gave her my memories of riding Nightking with the wind in 
my face, the liberating knowledge that, if I truly wanted, I could 
go anywhere. Her sigh was filled with longing, and a tinge of envy 
that left me speechless, one boot clutched uselessly in my hand. 
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“I know how you feel,” she whispered. “Some days I want 
nothing more than to outrun our past.” 

I swallowed back the threatening tears. “I’m sorry, Kryssa.” 

She stood and hugged me. I was startled to find that I was now 
taller than her, and I wondered when she had grown so small, that 
I felt I could pick her up and carry her as she used to do with me. 

“I love you, dear heart,” she whispered, and stood on tiptoe to 
drop a kiss on my forehead, as the full force of her love surrounded 
me. Then she stepped back with a sigh. “I should go check on the 
others.” 

I nodded, desperately trying to swallow the knot in my throat 
as she walked to the door. Her hand was on the latch when I 
finally managed to find my voice again. “Kryssa?” 

She turned, her green eyes brilliant. 

I took a deep breath. “I love you, too.” 

She smiled, and quietly left the room. 


LANYA 


Atrium 


Kryssa was waiting in the atrium when I arrived with Melore, and 
I made a wordless noise of pure delight as I ran to her. She caught 
me in a tight hug, smiling as I clung to her, heedless of the tears 
that ran down my cheeks. Nephele looked on, her gaze gentle as 
she reclined on her couch, and I closed my eyes as profound relief 
surged through me, leaving my legs weak and trembling. 

“IT missed you,” I mumbled into my sister’s hair. 

“I missed you, too.” Her voice, so familiar, so reassuring. The 
weight of responsibility for the others no longer rested on my 
shoulders. I braced against the urge to collapse at her feet and wail 
my heartbreak of all that had happened- but I reminded myself 
that I had worked too hard to gain my strength to show such 
weakness now. 

“Mistress Lanya?” 

I let go of my sister and turned, wiping away my tears with my 
hands. “Yes?” 

The young initiate bowed, eyes lowered. “Your wagon and 
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horses are ready and have been stocked with supplies for your 
journey.” 

“Thank you.” I glanced around, and saw that the others had 
already arrived, looking calm and refreshed after a decent night of 
sleep. Brannyn made a wry face when he met my gaze and 
mouthed an apology. I accepted it with a gracious nod. 

Well, and he should, after acting like an idiot among strangers. 

Nephele rose, ever elegant, and bowed her head to me. “It has 
been a pleasure to be in your company, Lanya Rose. I pray that the 
blessings of our Goddess follow your footsteps.” 

“May you forever live in the knowledge of the beauty around 
you,” I replied formally, grateful to Melore for teaching me the 
proper words to say. “Vanae bless, Your Grace.” 

She stepped forward, and bestowed a kiss upon my forehead 
in benediction, though her eyes remained thoughtful on mine as 
she stepped back. “If ever you have need of me, I- and my Hall- 
are at your disposal.” 

“Thank you.” I smiled and turned away. 

“T will see you on your way,” Melore said quietly, appearing at 
my side, and I nodded, relieved. 

We returned down the great, mosaicked hall. Now that I knew 
more about the worship of the Goddess Vanae, I could appreciate 
the art for what it was: depictions of the beauty of falling in love, 
the consummation of the passions which made life worth living. I 
glanced at Kryssa, grinning when I saw her blush, my newfound 
enlightenment making me feel a bit smug. 

The air was still and filled with fog, though it was no longer 
raining, for which I was grateful. The wagons were indeed waiting 
for us beside the great bowered fire pit, which I now knew was 
the Syrethra, where the Eternal Flame of Destiny was tended. 
There was a Syrethra in front of every active Temple of the Faith, 
each lit from a fire at another temple, supposedly tracing itself 
back to the sacred isle of Eire itself, where the Gods resided when 
they visited our world. It was upon Eire that the true Eternal 
Flame was said to burn, everlasting and brilliant as a star, filled 
with visions of the Grand Design, Destiny’s complex plan for the 
past and future of our world. 

I touched two fingers to my lips and then to my forehead in 
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respect before quickly turning away. I did not want to see if this 
many-times offshoot of that holy Flame held hints of my future. I 
did not need any more reasons to stay in this secluded haven than 
I already had. 

Melore was smiling at me, though it looked a little watery. I 
sensed her genuine sadness to see me leave, the ache of loneliness 
that tied us together. She hugged me, and I fought back the return 
of tears. 

“If you ever have need of me, send word and I will come,” she 
whispered in my ear. 

“Even if it interferes with your duties here?” I teased. 

“Especially then.” She grinned and kissed my lips before 
pulling away. “Our Goddess encourages pleasure before duty 
anyway. I would only be following my Faith.” 

I laughed and climbed into the wagon. Brannyn and Kryssa 
were already in the driver’s seat, and Kylee was swinging into 
Nightking’s saddle, so it was only Alyxen and Reyce and our 
belongings that I was forced to share the bed with. I made myself 
comfortable on a pile of clothes as Brannyn shook the reins and 
started the horses forward. 

I gazed back at Melore as we drove away. She stood, still and 
silent as we drove out onto the road, the flames of the Syrethra 
illuminating the copper of her skin, the vivid red of her robe, the 
black mystery of her mask. I stared until my eyes burned and tears 
leaked from them, my heart hurting as I left her behind. 

We turned a curve in the road, and she vanished from sight, 
leaving me with nothing but her promise and the faint taste of 
strawberries on my lips. 
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LANYA 


Western Valory 
26 Alune- 7 Driel 578A.F. 


We resumed our long, slow journey to Fallor. Our single night in 
the Temple had done more than just ease our troubled spirits; it 
seemed to have at last brought an end to the rain. The skies were 
clear and blue, the air soft and gentle with the scents of spring, as 
if apologizing for the previous week’s misery. 

Alyxen, more confident and cheerful since his performance 
before the priests and priestesses of Vanae, told us stories as we 
traveled, so that the time passed pleasantly as the dreary, wooded 
landscape gradually changed to flat plains, and finally into 
carefully tended farmland. We passed field after dark, plowed 
field, the air filled with the scent of wet earth awaiting the spring 
planting. 

We began at last to pass other travelers, farmers dressed in 
plain, utilitarian garments of undyed wool or cotton, while 
townsfolk wore tunics and dresses of colored linen. After the first 
few strange glances we received, I realized that the robes I had 
stolen for us from the Camp were too conspicuous for the poor 
wanderers we were supposed to be, and so I bundled them away 
into the bottom of our bags, and brought out our old, tattered 
cloaks. It was nearly too warm for them anyway, and we only 
needed them at night, when spring’s damp chill still nipped at us. 

Seventeen days after we left the Camp of the Prince, we finally 
arrived in Fallor. 

It was not a large town; perhaps five hundred people lived 
within it. Even at a leisurely pace, we could walk from the horse- 
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merchants at one end to the domed Temple on the far side in less 
than half an hour. But we had been raised in Desperation, and 
even our time in the Camp had left us unprepared for the smells 
of garbage and food mixing unpleasantly in the cobbled streets. 
The noise of vendors and animals and shouting rose into a 
cacophony that echoed from the walls of the whitish-grey 
buildings, their tiled red roofs fading in the afternoon sunlight. 
There seemed to be people everywhere, surging together in a press 
of bodies, faceless blurs of color hurrying back and forth in 
meaningless patterns. 

It was chaos, and it froze us in our tracks at the outskirts of 
town. 

Kryssa was the first to recover, and scowled, muttering dark 
opinions to herself as she urged the horses forward. The crowds 
parted reluctantly, most seeming to ignore us, but those that 
glanced at our wagon found my sister glaring at them and moved 
more quickly to get out of her way. Kylee followed behind us on 
Nightking, and her unease made me feel jittery. 

Kryssa managed to get us to the center of town, where the 
majority of the vendors and shopkeepers seemed to be stationed 
across from a huge, sprawling building fronted by enormous white 
pillars. We hadn’t truly discussed how we were supposed to find 
our mother’s family, nor what we would do once we arrived in 
Fallor, and so for a moment we simply sat in the wagon, staring 
around us in shock. 

Kryssa had parked us before a dilapidated apothecary shop, 
and I made a face at the dirty windows and peeling paint on the 
door. It looked neglected and nearly abandoned, the sign above so 
faded it could no longer be read, but there was a gleam of light 
behind the grime-encrusted windows, and I was certain it would 
at least be quieter inside. Perhaps the crush of raw emotions from 
the strangers crowding around us would ease, and not press like 
heavy stones against my shields. 

I climbed from the wagon, Kryssa following silently behind 
me as I walked into the shop. The air inside was cool and damp 
and musty; despite the bright afternoon sunlight outside, it was as 
dim as twilight within. Behind the low counter and running along 
one wall were bookshelves, lined with rows of dusty bottles. A 
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third wall was mostly taken up by a table which overflowed with 
parchments and scraps of paper, pinned down by a morbidly 
grinning skull. The window displays were so overcome with dust 
and spider webs that it was impossible to read the signs that sat in 
them. 

Kryssa and I exchanged wary glances. 

A fat man bellied his way out of the back, huffing and smiling 
pleasantly, though his eyes were curious as they looked us over. 
The dark apron he wore over his simple tunic and breeches was 
tattered and stained, held around his neck by fraying string. 
“What can I do for you ladies?” 

I took a cautious step forward. “We’re actually looking for 
information, sir. We’ve just arrived in Fallor, and we're trying to 
find our mother’s family. Do you know where we might find the 
Moon residence?” 

His shoulders only sagged a little when he realized we weren’t 
a sale. “The Moons are a fairly large clan, spread from here to 
Ullyn. Who in particular are you looking for?” 

“The parents of Adelie Moonsdaughter.” 

He blinked at me, his mouth working for a few moments with 
no sounds emerging. Then he laughed, slamming his hand down 
so hard on the table that the skull jumped. “I should have seen it 
sooner! You’re Adelie’s daughter, aren’t you? Look just like your 
mother when she was your age. We grew up together, you know. 
Always the prettiest girl in Fallor. Tell me, how is she doing?” 

“She- she’s dead. Over ten years ago.” 

“Oh. I'm sorry.” His smile vanished for a moment, genuine 
sadness filtering through me as he silently mourned the loss of my 
mother. He pushed the feelings aside with considerable effort. 
“Well, Yara- that'd be your grandmother, Adelie’s ma- she died a 
few years back, but old man Moon still lives in their house over 
on Tarrow Street. He’s your grandfather. Best healer in Fallor. A 
right mean old codger, but I’m sure he believes in family, so he 
might see you.” His expression told us it was doubtful. “What are 
you looking for, anyway?” 

“From him, or in Fallor?” 

“Both.” 

“We would never impose on family. We don’t need their 
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charity. But we would like to stay in Fallor, so I suppose we'll need 
to rent rooms somewhere, and find jobs for all of us.” 

“All of us?” he repeated, one brow winging up into his 
hairline. “How many of you are there?” 

“Six, altogether. The others waited in the wagon.” 

He blinked. “Six.” He whistled, then shook his head. “Well, I 
don’t know about the rest, but I’ve been looking for a new assistant 
since that idiot Jenek vanished two months ago. He was lazy and 
uninterested in the trade anyway, but since he’s left I’ve had to 
manage the books, bottle the medicines and wait on the customers 
by myself. If any of you are any use with herbs, I need a 
replacement for him.” 

“I am, actually.” I tried not to show my relief, or my concern 
over working in such a dirty environment. I reminded myself that 
I needed the job, before someone grew suspicious of our depthless 
coin. 

“Good, you're hired then. Spares me the headache of having 
to deal with it all.” 

“Yes, sir.” I hoped my astonishment wasn’t showing on my 
face; I really hadn’t expected a job my first day in Fallor. 

“What’s today? Earthsday? You can start tomorrow. Be here at 
sunup.” He glanced at Kryssa, then back at me and his eyes 
softened. “I’ve heard Eloise is renting the apartment above her 
incense shop. It'll be small, but she keeps her place clean and the 
rent is cheaper than the inn. Her place is only a few shops down 
the street. Can’t miss it.” 

“Thank you,” I said, sincerely grateful. 

He flushed and busied himself neatening a few scraps of paper. 
“Anything for Adelie’s daughter,” he mumbled, then coughed, 
glancing at me. “What’s your name, anyway?” 

“Lanya.” I nudge the stony-faced Kryssa, trying to prompt her 
to at least be polite. “And this is Kryssa.” 

“Hamar.” He smiled easily, ignoring my sister’s rude silence. 
His round face was open and friendly, and his emotions beneath it 
were uncomplicated by deceit or dishonesty. I found myself liking 
him, and his gentle, talkative nature. “It was a pleasure to meet 
you, Lanya.” 

“A pleasure,” I echoed, and shook his hand before leaving. 
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The sunshine seemed incredibly bright after the dimness of 
the shop, and I stood still for a moment, blinded. 

Kryssa took my arm. Are you sure you want to work there, 
dear heart? That place is so...dirty. 

Then I won't get bored, will I? 

She sighed and shook her head but said nothing else as we 
climbed back into the wagon. 

Brannyn stared at me with a pensive frown, his brows drawing 
together. “So? What happened?” 

I grinned. “I got a job.” I laughed as his jaw dropped. 

“And we may have found somewhere to live,” Kryssa added. 
“We have to go to the incense shop.” 

“That was a lot to accomplish in one trip,” he managed. 

Kryssa muttered something I couldn’t hear and maneuvered 
the wagon back into the street. 

The incense shop was much, much cleaner than the 
apothecary, and filled with a mix of exotic scents that left me 
feeling sleepy and pliant. I stared around at the neat displays, the 
dust-free shelves and swept corners, and sighed happily. 

Eloise was a mousy, timid young woman with a kind heart and 
an unfortunate mess of dirty blonde hair that she left hanging 
before her face, and I worried that we were taking horrible 
advantage of her. As we had with the apothecary, only two of us 
came into the shop, the others waiting in the wagon. 
Unfortunately, it was Brannyn who had walked me inside this 
time, and Eloise couldn’t take her eyes from him, staring at him 
from beneath her hair as we asked about the rooms. 

“Of course,” she murmured, her brown eyes filling with 
something like awe as she stared at my brother. 

A minute stretched out, awkwardly, and I coughed. “Miss?” 

“Oh! It’s- um- it’s upstairs.” She wrung her hands, flustered, 
and stared at Brannyn helplessly. 

“How much is the rent?” I gently pulled her attention to me, 
subtly encouraging her to be less timid. 

Her shoulders straightened a little as she named a reasonable 
price. “There is no maid,” she continued, “and you must keep it 
clean. You’re expected to provide your own meals.” She glanced 
at Brannyn again, and trailed off, uncertain. 
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I cleared my throat. “Can we see them?” 

“What? Oh. Yes.” She shook her head and motioned to us as 
she started toward the back of the shop. “This way.” 

She led us through a cramped back room and up a narrow 
flight of stairs. The apartment was small; only two bedrooms and 
a tiny kitchen and dining area, but it was more than large enough 
for us. There was even a set of stairs that led out the back into an 
alley, so that we would not be forced to traipse through the shop 
every time we wished to go outside. 

Eloise twisted her apron nervously. “It’s not much,” she 
admitted, and I thought she might shake apart in fear of 
disappointing us. “I’m certain you must be used to better, but-” 

“It’s perfect.” Brannyn smiled at Eloise, his face surprisingly 
gentle despite his discomfort. “We'll take it.” 
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I paid Eloise for a month’s rent, and she scurried back down the 
stairs to her shop, eyes wide with shock. Brannyn sighed in relief 
once she'd left. 

Kryssa brought the wagon around behind the shop, and we 
trekked down the stairs to gather our belongings. A dilapidated 
stable sat beneath the stairs, obviously unused for years, and 
Alyxen was muttering about wood rot. There was no straw or hay, 
and only two stalls; it was obvious we would either have to spend 
our hidden gold to improve the stable, or sell the horses. 

Kylee argued against selling them, insisting that the horses 
didn’t want to be separated. She clung to Nightking, as if afraid we 
would wrench the stallion from her grasp and drag him to market. 

“What if we sell the wagon horses, and the wagon?” Reyce 
suggested. “It should give us enough money to repair the stable for 
Nightking, and we can board him at the inn while we fix it.” 

“IT don’t want to sell them,” Kylee repeated. 

“We don’t need three horses, Kylee.” He made a face at her, 
frustrated. “We barely need one in a town this size.” 

“Enough.” Kryssa held up her hands, stopping the argument. 
“Kylee, if you want to keep Nightking, we must have a stable for 
him. Which means we have to sell the other horses.” 

She muttered, but acquiesced, and she and Brannyn led the 
horses and the empty wagon back toward the market to see if they 
could find a buyer as the rest of us finished putting our things 
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The bedrooms only held a single, narrow cot each. Kryssa 
sighed and said she would make do with a pallet on the floor until 
we could buy more beds. We pushed the chest filled with gold 
beneath one cot, and I began composing a list of the things we 
needed to buy. 

Kryssa glanced over my shoulder as I worked on it, seated in 
one of the three wooden chairs around the tiny table. “Surely we 
don’t need all of that.” 

“We're starting over. It takes a bit to get us back to where we 
were.” 

Alyxen peered at the list and frowned. “What do we need 
curtains for?” 

I sighed. “Because all of our windows look into other windows, 
and I assumed we all wanted privacy when we get dressed.” 

“Ah.” He nodded and walked away. 

It took perhaps a quarter of an hour before Brannyn and Kylee 
returned. The horses and wagon had been sold easily, and the gold 
they had brought easily made up for our rent, and more to spare 
for my growing list of necessities. Kylee still looked unhappy, but 
she always looked miserable in places crowded with people. I 
made a mental note to see if there were any jobs for her outside of 
town, perhaps on one of the farms, and then focused on to our 
next important requirement: baths. 

There was no tub in our rooms, and so I returned downstairs 
to the shop to question Eloise about where we could clean up. 

“Oh, it’s the bathhouse you want,” she replied, more at ease 
with my brother out of the room. “It’s right across the street- the 
white building with the pillars.” 

“What’s a bathhouse?” I asked, curious. 

“It’s a public place to bathe. It’s been all the fashion in Val 
Estus for the last hundred years.” 

“Do men and women...?” I let the question linger. 

Her eyes widened, and she blushed. “No, of course not! It’s 
completely separate and civilized.” 

I sighed in relief. I had no desire to see my brothers naked. 
“Does it cost?” 

“Not for the baths themselves, no. The attendants can be 
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tipped if they assist you well, and you have to pay for the 
additional services, like massages or acupuncture.” 

“Acupuncture?” I repeated. “What is that?” 

“A type of healing brought here from Erasto. It’s all about 
releasing negative energy.” 

“That sounds amazing.” I smiled, wondering if it would help 
with my nightmares. “Have you ever tried it?” 

“Oh Gods, no.” She shuddered. “I can’t bring myself to let 
anyone stick that many needles into me.” 

“Needles? What on earth do they stick needles into you for?” 

She gave me a wry smile. “To release the negative energy, of 
course.” 

I swallowed. “Perhaps I’ll pass, after all. Thank you for telling 
me of the baths, though.” 

She dropped her gaze to the floor, suddenly shy. “You're 
welcome.” 

I returned upstairs, and we left through the rear of the shop, 
cutting through the alley between Eloise’s shop and a bakery to 
reach the market. The bathhouse only grew more impressive as 
we walked toward it, the massive pillars rising above us, 
monolithic and near blinding white in the late afternoon sunlight. 

Attendants lingered in the shade the pillars provided, boys and 
girls dressed in simple linen robes and the metal collars of slaves. 
We hesitated, our months at the Camp making us hesitant to 
approach, certain that all slaves were poorly treated and tortured. 
But they smiled at us and waved until we relaxed, and led us 
separately into the baths, my brothers through the right-hand set 
of double doors, my sisters and I through the left. 

The interior was enormous, much larger than I had been 
expecting. Three huge pools were sunk into the floor, taking up 
much of the room, and from the high, vaulted ceilings hung 
massive iron chandeliers to illuminate the space. A second-floor 
balcony wrapped the length of the room, and I could see spiraling 
staircases leading up to it every dozen feet or so. 

More slave girls came to attend to us, taking us from the care 
of the one who had led us inside. My attendant was a bright-eyed, 
gangly girl of about fourteen, who smiled at me without a hint of 
fear as her collar jangled about her neck. Though slavery was still 
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abhorrent to me, I had to admit that she looked healthy and well- 
fed, obviously not being tormented by her owner; certainly, she 
looked better cared for than we did. 

I allowed her to take my clothes, and she wrinkled her nose at 
their smell before guiding me to the first tub, a steaming vat of hot 
water she called the Aettana. She skipped away with my 
belongings, followed more sedately by my sisters’ attendants. 

We stepped into the waist-deep water, gasping at the stinging 
heat as the attendants returned with long, stiff brushes, using them 
to remove the more stubborn dirt of our travels. Kylee only sighed, 
resigned, but Kryssa seemed nervous, and I caught a brush of her 
thoughts, filled with embarrassment over others seeing her scars. 

I studied my sister’s back as we bathed. Her skin was as pale as 
porcelain and the jagged scars stood out vividly over her spine. I 
was certain that when they were fully healed they would be 
nearly invisible against her skin, though they would remain raised 
and puckered, forever a testament to the beating that had nearly 
taken her life. 

I sighed, and let down my hair to wash it, trying to think only 
of the bliss of being clean after a week spent in a wagon. 

Once scrubbed, our attendants moved us to the Aeccan, the 
warm water tub, which was pleasant rather than scalding. More 
slave girls appeared, wearing short, sleeveless dresses, and asked 
us if we were interested in their services. 

Curious, I asked what they provided, and was given a 
surprisingly extensive list: foot scrubbing, hair braiding, oils and 
waxes and every type of massage known to men had to have been 
available. 

We opted to stay simple and agreed to have our hair braided 
for a few coppers each. The girls sat on the edge of the tub, their 
legs dangling into the water as we reclined on the steps and let 
them work. I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of the knots 
being brushed from my hair as I soaked, and slowly relaxed. The 
girls gossiped freely, filling our ears with the scandals and secrets 
of Fallor. 

“Did you hear Kerrell got caught with the butcher’s wife last 
night? Chased him out into the street with a cleaver, and Kerrell 
in nothing but his boots. Took three guards to get the cleaver away 
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from him.” 

“Serves Kerrell right. What was he thinking? She’s old enough 
to be his mother.” 

“Well, I waited on Madame Brienne this morning, and she said 
Kerrell’s been hanging around with Farius.” 

“The atheist? The one who screams obscenities on the 
steps of the Temple every Starsday? Why would Kerrell want to 
be near Aim?” 

“That’s what I said. But it explains some things, right? No good 
comes from spending time with heretics.” 

“Gods’ truth.” 

At last, our attendants returned to lead us to the cu//hana, the 
cold-water bath. The water was freezing after so long spent 
soaking in warm water, but it was bracing, and we emerged 
moments later, shivering and shaking but more alert than we'd felt 
since the Temple of Vanae. 

Our attendants handed us towels, and asked if we would enjoy 
any of the bathhouse’s primary services: massages, cleansings, or- 
and I shuddered as she said it- acupuncture. We declined, and they 
fetched our freshly cleaned clothes, allowing us to dress before 
returning us to the front doors, where our brothers lingered 
against the pillars, waiting for us. 

Brannyn grinned when he saw us. The contentment radiating 
from my siblings made me feel almost sluggish, and I stretched 
lazily as Kryssa tipped our attendants several copper dhabis and 
one silver for our hair, before we turned away in search of food. 

The market was slowly emptying of vendors as the sun set, 
orange and gold and pink, over the tops of the houses. I took a 
deep breath of the cooling night air, staring up in bemusement at 
the thin sliver of moon already visible, and wondered what Melore 
was doing. Would she be at evening prayers, or would she be 
standing outside by the Syrethra, looking up at the same moon and 
thinking of me? 

“Lanya? Lanya!” 

Brannyn shook me by my shoulder, and I blinked at him. 
“What?” 

“T was trying to tell you there’s a tavern nearby, where we can 
get our dinner if you’re interested.” He pointed down the street. 
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“Or we can get something here from the vendors, before they close 
up for the night.” 

“Tavern,” I replied immediately. “They might have news of 
work.” 

“Don’t you already have a job?” 

I smiled sweetly at him. “You don't.” 

We started walking, and I stared around at the shops, trying 
to take in all the displays of clothes and jewelry and toys and 
foods- it seemed as if, had I desired something, I would have found 
it within Fallor, and I wondered how it was possible for Val Estus 
to offer more. 

We slowly left the market behind, and I heard the rising, 
familiar ring of steel on steel, and flinched. The memories of the 
Camp and the Prince rose before me like wraiths, until Brannyn 
put his hand on my shoulder, pulling me back from the memory 
so that I could see it was only soldiers, practicing in a dirt yard far 
up the street. 

“Town guard,” Brannyn murmured as he started to lead me 
toward the door of the large, plain building we stood in front of. I 
could sense the yearning in him as he looked back over his 
shoulder at the men, but I could not determine the cause of it. 

A swinging sign above the door read The Last Hope Tavern, 
and I wondered briefly about the name before we pushed our way 
inside, into crush of several dozens of people, all talking and 
yelling and laughing at once, the smells of unwashed bodies and 
stew mixing unpleasantly. 

Kylee took one look around and bolted back out the door, 
letting us know in thoughts that she would find something to eat 
from a vendor, and check on Nightking at the inn’s stables before 
returning to the apartment. I swallowed, half-wishing I could 
follow her as Brannyn began pushing his way through the crowd, 
searching for a table we could all fit at. 

We finally found one, sharing it with a sullen, grey-bearded 
man, who glared at us before returning to his ale. A serving 
woman appeared, winding her way through the crowd, stopping 
in front of our table with a harried look on her worn face. Her 
stringy brown hair was escaping in wisps from her braid, and the 
plain dress she wore was covered by a dirty apron. She eyed us 
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with a suspicious stare. “What can I get for ye?” 

“The stew, please,” Kryssa replied. “And a pitcher of water.” 

“Ye want water, get outside t’ the well.” She fisted her hands 
on her hips and glowered. “We got ale, wine, and whiskey.” 

“What kind of wine?” 

She shrugged. “Valorian red, what else?” 

“A bottle of that, then.” Kryssa’s eyes were very green as she 
stared. “And if you could be troubled to bring us a pitcher of water 
anyway, we would appreciate it.” 

Grown men, hardened to battle, would have quailed beneath 
Kryssa’s gaze; the serving woman never had a chance. She 
swallowed repeatedly, then stammered, “Y-yes, miss, right away. 
Pll be back in a moment.” She scuttled away. 

Brannyn grinned. “Damn, I wish I could do that.” 

Kryssa raised a brow. “Do what?” 

“That.” He gestured toward the retreating serving woman. 
“Just look at people and terrify them.” 

“You do that, too,” Alyxen pointed out. 

“True.” He glanced at the man sitting at our table and lowered 
his voice. “I usually have to be on fire, though.” He sighed and 
propped his elbows on the table, folding his hands under his chin. 
“So. We made it to Fallor.” 

“Finally,” Reyce muttered. 

“Finally.” Brannyn nodded. “The question is, what do we do 
next?” 

We all stared at him blankly. 

“What do you mean?” Alyxen asked at last. “We just got here. 
Aren't we going to stay?” 

“I always thought Fallor was more like a stopover. To get our 
feet under us again.” He shrugged at our incredulous stares. “Well, 
I did. Once we recover, I thought we’d move on.” 

I raised my brow. “We have family here. Why wouldn’t we 
stay?” 

“We have family we have never met here,” he corrected, his 
amber eyes intense. “Family that has never tried to contact us, not 
once, not even sending so much as a letter. You really think 
they’re going to accept us with open arms? Besides, our parents 
eloped. They ran away from here. If they didn’t want to stay, why 
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would we?” 

“Our parents are not good examples of what to do with our 
lives,” Kryssa muttered. 

“We can build a life here,” I argued, ignoring her. “You truly 
want to spend the rest of our lives homeless, wandering through 
the world like gypsies?” 

“Of course not.” He dropped his gaze. “I just thought-” 

The serving woman returned, refusing to meet Kryssa’s eyes 
as she placed a pitcher of water and a bottle of wine on our table 
before vanishing back into the crowd. I watched her go, 
wondering if I should try to ease some of the misery that clung to 
her like a shroud. 

“Where would we even go?” Kryssa asked, drawing me back 
to our conversation. “Or should I ask where you want to go?” 

“I don’t know.” He shrugged again, his shoulders hunching 
defensively beneath our stares. He muttered something we 
couldn’t hear. 

“What?” 

“Mejares. Maybe. It was a thought.” His eyes were pleading. “I 
heard it’s really beautiful there. And less rain.” 

I stared at him. “You want to travel over a thousand miles, to 
a country we've only ever heard of, because of the weather?” 

“Yes. I mean, no. No, of course not.” He coughed. “It’s just- I 
thought-” 

“Please get to the point already.” Alyxen grabbed the bottle of 
wine and took a swig. “Before we all die of old age.” 

He took a deep breath. “The Allun Temple is in Mejares.” 

“The what?”! stared at him blankly. 

“The Allun Temple.” He stared at me, willing me to 
understand. “It’s in the Ryno de Syro. The priests worship the 
dragons that live in the volcanoes. I can learn to control my fire 
there, and I wouldn’t have to worry about hurting anyone.” 

“You're not hurting anyone now,” Alyxen pointed out. 

“Because I’m holding it in.” He shook his head. “I know, it’s a 
crazy idea. Our first day in Fallor, and I’m talking about leaving. 
But I need to learn control. Control is everything.” His breath 
hitched, and my eyes narrowed as his stray thoughts filled with 
the image of Nephele. Then he sighed. “Let’s face it. We’ve gotten 
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lucky so far, but what happened at the Temple of Vanae, when I 
got drunk-” He glanced down at his hand. “I lost control. I could 
have killed someone.” 

“You didn’t,” Reyce reminded him. 

“Not that time, but what about the next time? What if none of 
you are around to stop me?” He scrubbed a hand over his face. 
“The fire’s always there, right under the surface. It’s getting 
stronger, harder to keep my hands from burning.” When he 
looked up, his face was bleak. “I don’t want to hurt you. Any of 
you.” 

Kryssa laid her hand atop his. “You won't.” 

The serving woman reappeared, expertly carrying a heavy tray 
through the crowd. She set bowls of steaming, unappealing stew 
in front of us, scowled, and left again. 

I made a face at my bowl. “This looks awful.” 

“It probably tastes better than it looks.” Alyxen took a large 
bite to prove it, then choked, his eyes watering as he forced 
himself to swallow. “Nope, I was wrong. It’s just as bad as it looks.” 

I took a small bite and gagged as my mouth was filled with the 
taste of dirty boots. “Ugh! Oh, my Gods, that’s disgusting.” 

Brannyn chewed thoughtfully. “Well, it’s not good, but it 
certainly beats Kryssa’s cooking.” 

She gave him a cool stare as the rest of us snickered. He merely 
grinned and took another bite. 

It set the mood for the remainder of the meal, so that we 
laughed and joked as we choked down the truly abysmal stew with 
watered wine. When we had finished, I went to find the serving 
woman, paying her with just enough of a tip to make her eyes 
widen. I drained a little of the unhappiness from her, feeling the 
exhaustion of her days weigh upon me, though her tremulous 
smile made the effort worth it. I joined the others at the door, 
smiling as we walked back outside into the mild evening air. 

Full stomachs and an end to our journey made us languorous, 
so that we sauntered through the empty market square. Lanterns 
had been lit on tall wooden posts, and their flickering light cast 
eerie shadows across the buildings, leaving the alley that led to our 
apartment in stark darkness. 

Our laughter grew muted by the heavy weight of the night, 
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and a feeling of wrongness slithered out of the dark, choking our 
breath. I found myself wishing I had a weapon, if only for the 
comfort having it would bring. Then I remembered the Crone and 
shuddered at the thought. 

The rear of the shop was smothered in shadows so thick we 
could not even see the stairs, and my skin turned to ice despite the 
warmth of the night. Even the air felt malevolent, and above the 
smell of garbage I caught the scent of death, foul and decaying. I 
gagged and prayed my stew wouldn’t make a reappearance. 

The shadows stirred, and Kryssa took a hesitant step forward. 
“Kylee?” she whispered, as Brannyn created a small ball of fire in 
his hand for light. 

The darkness spun, screeching, as a face out of some demented 
god’s nightmare glared at us through blazing white eyes. Its face 
resembled a skull, sunken and hideous, parchment-thin skin 
stretched over sharpened bone. Its teeth were jagged and broken 
in its lipless mouth, and the cloak it wore over its hunched, twisted 
body was ragged and decaying. 

I stood, paralyzed with sudden fear. What is this nameless 
horror? wondered numbly. Who would create such a thing, to 
haunt my nightmares for the rest of my days? 

It screeched again, an inhuman sound of fury as it reached for 
Kryssa with elongated, contorted fingers. 

Brannyn shouted and threw out his hand, the ball of flame 
turning blue as it leapt to consume the creature. The air was 
suddenly blistering, chasing the chill from my skin if not from my 
blood, the charnel-house reek of burning, rotted flesh and choking 
smoke filling my nose. 

The creature collapsed. 

For a moment, there was only silence as we stared at the 
burning remnants of the gruesome monster, watching as it 
crumpled in upon itself until only ash and smoke was left behind. 
Brannyn’s hand continued to burn, and he gazed around, wary and 
waiting for another attack. 

“K- Kryssa?” 

I inhaled sharply, staring into the shadows of the alley. 

Kylee crawled forward, her face deathly pale as she appeared 
from beneath the stairs. Her blind terror slammed into me, her 
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mind unshielded, and my knees buckled beneath me. 
The monster had been after Her. 
Kryssa and Alyxen rushed forward, and Kylee collapsed into 
their arms, weeping. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 


KRYSSA 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
8 Driel 578A.F. 


It was late when we all finally managed to fall asleep, and only 
habit forced me to wake before dawn a few short hours later. 
Bleary-eyed, I gazed across the room at my sisters, who shared the 
narrow cot. Kylee’s fright would have kept her from sleeping at 
all, had Lanya not used her gifts to comfort her. Remembering 
brought back visions of the creature, and I grimaced, knowing I 
would no longer be able to sleep. I rubbed my eyes and rose from 
my pallet to check on my brothers and found them sleeping as 
well. 

My stomach cramped with growing hunger; the awful stew 
the night before had not been very filling. I slipped on my boots 
and donned my worn cloak against the morning chill, and quietly 
left the apartment for the market. 

The sight of the scorched cobblestones in the alley made me 
pause as I remembered the glowing white eyes that had stared into 
me, filled with a lust for blood and an infinite greed. It had been a 
monster, one I was sure I had never heard of, Aere, in Fallor. I 
stared at the burnt stones, undeniable proof that the creature had 
been real, and not some sort of shared dream brought about by 
exhaustion and strange surroundings. 

It took more effort than I thought to start walking again, to 
pass the charred mark and walk alone down the shadowed alley. I 
tried to think of the creature objectively, rather than through the 
fear that tried to grip my throat. I almost felt there had been 
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something familiar about it, though I couldn’t place what it was. 
It was frustrating, this glimpse of a similar memory I couldn't 
recall, some hidden horror my mind refused to find, and I growled 
as it slipped away. 

I needed to study, to find books or a scholar who could tell me 
more about what we had faced. Those eyes... 1 shuddered and 
pushed the thoughts away. I would contemplate monsters and 
darkness later, after the sun had risen and burned away the 
remnants of the night. 

The market was slowly filling with drowsy-eyed vendors, who 
gazed at me blankly as I made my way to a baker’s cart. He yawned 
widely as I selected six fresh buns, still warm and steaming from 
the ovens, and I bundled them into my arms as he pocketed my 
coins without a word. 

I started back toward the incense shop, my mind turning to 
the things I needed to do that day. We needed food, and dishes, 
since the apartment had only come with a kettle and three tin 
cups. We needed to rebuild the stable, and Nightking would need 
to be exercised before being returned to the inn. Lanya would be 
spending her first day in the apothecary, and I did not know if she 
intended to make dinner; Brannyn’s teasing aside, my cooking was 
fairly awful, and I did not want to punish the others with it 
unnecessarily. And, of course, I needed to find our grandfather. 

I was wondering where Tarrow Street might be, staring over 
my shoulder, and so did not notice the man who lingered in the 
shadows of the alley until I ran into him. I staggered back, and his 
hand shot out from beneath his heavy, hooded cloak to catch my 
arm before I could fall. 

His grip was strong and firm, and I gasped in sudden pain as it 
bruised me. His skin, what little of it I could see, was almost 
golden, a trick of the guttering lanterns. He withdrew the hand as 
soon as I regained my balance and turned away before I could see 
his face. 

“Tm very sorry,” I called after him, clutching my bread to my 
chest, cursing my sudden panic at his grab- a remnant of the fear 
my father had installed in me. “I wasn’t paying attention.” 

He made no response as he walked away, obviously 
uninterested in my apology. I frowned at his back, noticing at last 
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the heavy longsword he wore, almost hidden beneath his cloak. 
Longswords were battle weapons meant for open fields, not towns, 
where the innocent could become trapped within its range. 
Guards and soldiers carried short swords; I had learned as much 
from my time spent in the Infirmary, treating the wounds caused 
by those weapons. 

Why would this faceless stranger be carrying such a sword? 

He rounded a corner and vanished, taking the answers to my 
unasked questions with him. I shook my head, shrugging away the 
mystery, and continued my walk back to the apartment, forcing 
my mind away from rude men and hidden swords. 

The others were stirring when I returned. Lanya was kneeling 
beside the banked fire, slowly coaxing it back to life as Reyce 
watched, his eyes sleepy and bruised-looking. A kettle of water sat 
on the floor beside my sister, along with the small tins she kept 
her teas in, and she glanced up as I entered, setting the bread on 
the table. Her eyes were dark with exhaustion. “Kylee’s still 
sleeping.” 

“Good. She needs it.” Kylee’s face had been bloodless with fear 
after her ordeal, and it had taken hours to calm her shaking. She 
deserved the rest after what she had been through. 

Brannyn and Alyxen joined us in the kitchen as Lanya finished 
preparing the tea, yawning and stretching as they wiped the sleep 
from their eyes. Alyxen’s hair stuck out wildly around his head, 
and I smiled. 

“What?” he demanded grumpily. 

“Nothing.” I added trimming my brother’s hair to my list of 
chores for the day and set about handing the others the bread 
meant for their breakfast. Lanya poured the tea, and we shared the 
tin cups, the verve of her “early morning” brew making us more 
alert, if no less exhausted. I wished briefly for a cup of the kaffe 
we had been served in the Temple of Vanae and sighed. 

“So,” Alyxen began, speaking around a mouthful of bread, 
“that thing last night. What was it?” 

“Don’t speak with your mouth full,” I corrected automatically. 
“And I don’t know what it was. I’m going to see today if there’s a 
library here.” 

“Maybe the Temple has one,” Lanya said helpfully. “Vanae’s 
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did.” 

Alyxen rolled his eyes. “That was a convent, Lanya. This is a 
town. There will probably be only one or two priests here. I doubt 
they'll have anything but religious texts.” 

She frowned at him. “And when did you learn so much about 
Temples?” 

He shrugged. “I asked.” Then he smiled smugly. “Not all of us 
get distracted kissing pretty girls.” 

Lanya flushed to the roots of her hair, her mouth snapping 
open. 

I raised my hands, cutting off the argument before it could 
begin. “Enough. I will look for information on whatever that thing 
was. For now, we need to be careful. Keep an eye out, just in case.” 

“You think there are more of them?” 

“IT would rather be safe than dead.” I leveled them all with a 
look. “Understood?” 

“Yes, Mother,” Brannyn muttered. 

I glared, but the others laughed, so I let it pass. We finished 
our breakfast, and Lanya returned to our room to dress as the rest 
of us discussed our plans for the day. It was decided after little 
debate that my brothers would see to the repairs of the stable. I 
would try to find more information about the town and seek out 
our grandfather on my own. I worried that if presented with too 
many of us at once it might overwhelm him- and, too, there was 
Hamar’s warning of him being a “right mean old codger”. I was 
nervous of the reception we would receive and decided to risk it 
alone rather than subject my siblings to an uncertain welcome. 

Lanya emerged from our room as we finished, and she and I 
left as the others went to dress and prepare for the day’s work. I 
walked her to the apothecary as the sun finally rose above the 
horizon, illuminating the streets in brilliant golden light. It 
warmed me, chasing away the chill left behind by the night. 

Hamar was just unlocking the shop as we arrived, looking 
rumpled and sleepy as he peered at us. “You're early,” he muttered 
by way of greeting, and walked inside without another word. 

Lanya and I exchanged looks, and she shrugged before 
following him, leaving me alone in the market square. I tried to 
ignore the pang of abandonment. 
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I contemplated whether it would be rude to look up my 
grandfather at such an early hour and decided to wait until later 
rather than risk waking him. What I really needed was 
information: about the town, any jobs that might be available, and 
where I might look for books on the creature that had attacked us 
the night before. 

I rolled my shoulders and headed for the tavern. 


REYCE 


Apartment Alley 


I truly did mean to help my brothers with the stable. I wanted to 
help, to focus on physical labor rather than the monster that had 
loomed out of the shadows, the malevolent nature of it worse than 
anything I had ever faced. But we only had one hammer, and all 
my efforts to help Brannyn and Alyxen ended with me in their 
way, so I finally gave up and left to explore the city rather than 
stand around uselessly. 

I missed the Lady. I hadn’t seen her since that day in the snow, 
and her words still haunted me. She had said there was a darkness 
coming, and I tried to reconcile myself with the idea that she had 
spoken of the Prince, but in my heart I knew it to be a lie. Was 
this the darkness then, this monster that had stalked Kylee down 
the alley and rendered her all but mindless with fear? Or was there 
something beyond this, some evil that could destroy my very 
sanity even contemplating it? 

I remembered the words I had spoken to Lanya as her faith 
had faltered, of how if we were going to fight for the Gods one day 
as their chosen, we would have to be strong enough to endure it. 
There was still a part of me that believed it, but I could see the toll 
these hardships were taking on my family. Kryssa suffered bouts 
of debilitating madness, hearing thoughts not her own inside her 
head. Brannyn struggled with his rage and his heartbreak, fighting 
not to hurt the rest of us with the fire he could barely control. 
Lanya had night terrors, weeping in her sleep, overwhelmed from 
her careful maintenance of our emotions. Alyxen’s betrayal by the 
Prince had left him hollow, and Kylee’s sullenness cloaked a 
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fragility she was terrified to let anyone see. 

Even I felt broken, abandoned by my Lady to the harsh, ugly 
agony of the world. Could we endure any more suffering? 

My footsteps and thoughts had led me wandering through the 
town, until I found myself standing in a quiet street before a large, 
open fire pit, protected from the elements by a soot-streaked 
marble canopy. I blinked, recognizing it as a Syrethra, and pulled 
my eyes from the dazzling dance of the Eternal Flame to look up 
at the modest, domed building that rose behind it. I stood at the 
base of wide, shallow steps that led to the open entrance of a 
temple. 

A vendor was selling flowers from a cart at the base of the 
stairs, a beatific smile on her face despite many missing teeth. She 
caught my gaze and gestured to me. I approached her warily and 
was enveloped in the heavenly scent of flowers from her cart. 

“Do you seek to worship at the Temple today?” she asked me, 
her voice surprisingly clear as I drew to a halt beside her. 

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “Which God is 
worshipped here?” 

“All of them.” Her eyes were adoring as she looked up at the 
building. “This is the Temple of All Gods, those we worship under 
the Faith.” Her gaze sharpened as it returned to me. “You are new 
to Fallor, yes?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

She hummed tunelessly for a moment, then gathered up a 
selection of flowers and thrust the colorful blooms out to me. 
“High Priestess Tamasine is caring for the Temple today. She will 
show you how to offer to our Gods.” 

I blinked. “But-” 

“But what?” 

I squirmed beneath her gaze. How could I explain to this 
woman that I was uncertain I wanted to worship our Gods, after 
the torment and pain they had put my siblings and me through? 
To live my life in suffering, to face down darkness after darkness, 
all because they decreed it- was it possible for me to thank them 
for it? 

Yet my hand reached out to take the flowers from her, and my 
shoulders slumped in defeat. “Nothing, ma’am.” 


259 


RKS HOBBS 
“Good boy.” She was still holding out her hand expectantly, 


and I realized she wanted me to pay for the flowers. I made a face 
and reached into my pocket, grateful Kryssa had insisted we all 
carry some coin with us wherever we went. I handed her a thick 
copper crown, the embossed Sun of Valory gleaming brightly in 
the sunlight before vanishing into her pocket. She shooed me 
along. “Go on, now. And say a prayer for old Darli while you’re in 
there.” 

“Thank you, Darli.” I gave her a small bow, making her 
toothless grin widen, and walked up the shallow steps to the 
entrance. 

The inside of the Temple was surprisingly bright, light spilling 
into a large, open atrium. The air smelled of incense and silence, 
filled with the stillness and awe that inhabits all holy places. The 
marble floor was empty and bare, the room’s only décor the seven 
colossal statues of the Gods of the Faith. 

I gazed at them, hesitating in the doorway with the flowers 
clutched in my hand. I could recognize each of them from stories 
I had been told when I was little, first by Janis, and then later by 
Alyxen, read to me from thick books dusty with age. They were 
staggered, female, male, in the order they appeared in the 
pantheon, oldest to youngest, their faces downturned to gaze upon 
those who worshipped them. Tokens of flowers and gold had been 
placed on the altars at their feet. 

Yrisa, Goddess of Life, was a full-figured woman with a wise, 
gentle face, holding the jar that contained the Water of Life. 
Beside her was a man calmly holding out a lantern, lit with the 
Eternal Flame: Sirius, God of the Dead, who used His lantern to 
guide souls through the mists of death. 

Like my mother. 

I swallowed, quickly identifying the others. Rina, Goddess of 
Justice and Balance, wore armor, and a hawk perched on her arm, 
its wings spread as if about to take flight. Palata, the God of Peace, 
stood with out-stretched hands, his eyes sleepy and peaceful. 
Vanae was easy to identify; though she wore more clothes than 
she had in her Temple, her sultry, direct gaze was the same, filling 
me with hot, heavy feelings I was unsure what to do with. Beyond 
her waited Armas, God of the Wilderness, his fierce gaze almost 
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irritated as he stared down at the atrium, his greyhound Seath 
waiting, patient and alert, at his feet. 

At the very end, smaller than the other statues, though still 
more than twice as tall as I was, rose the statue of Naitre, the 
Child-Goddess of Love- the most generous of the Gods, and the 
most feared. Her lovely face was lit with a mischievous smile, and 
I found myself terrified, Kryssa’s words ringing in my ears. Love 
makes you lose a part of yourself. 

Whatever compulsion that had prompted me up the stairs to 
the entrance vanished. I didn’t want to be here. What had I 
thought I could accomplish in the presence of these effigies? What 
had I hoped to find? Peace? Forgiveness? Atonement? 

My anger blossomed, and I found myself glaring at Rina. 
Where was the justice in our mother’s death, or in Janis’, or in 
Marla’s? Where was the balance to our pain, the hope of 
something better? 

“The offers of the Gods are worthless,” I muttered, throwing 
aside the flowers. 

“Can I help you, child?” 

I jerked, spinning to see a woman walking toward me, her 
lined, ancient face peaceful beneath the hood of her undyed robe. 
Her eyes were brown and warm, unwavering she stared at me, and 
I realized that she must be Tamasine, the Temple’s High Priestess. 

“I- I made a mistake.” I swallowed, feeling suddenly foolish. “I 
was just leaving, Your Grace.” 

“A mistake?” she repeated, her eyes lingering on the flowers I 
had cast aside. “Are you certain?” 

I faltered, my words fading to a whisper beneath her gaze. “I- 
I can’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because-” I hesitated. “Because I’m angry.” 

“And why are you angry, my child?” 

I struggled with the pain and darkness inside me, threatening 
to rip me apart. My voice, when I finally spoke, was broken. “They 
ask too much.” 

Her face was gentle as she cupped my chin, lifting my face. 
“Do you truly think it is the Gods that demand so much of you?” 

“I know it is, Your Grace.” 
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Her brows rose. “Our Faith makes heavy demands of us all, 
child. But if you suffer so, perhaps it is not the fault of the Gods, 
but some weight upon your soul.” 

I laughed, bitterly, and thought of my father. “There are some 
things you cannot atone for, Your Grace.” 

“Perhaps. But does that mean we should stop trying?” She 
smiled at me. “Mercy is offered freely, child. All you have to do is 
seek it.” 

“It’s not that simple.” I sighed, shaking my head. “I’m sorry to 
have disturbed you, Your Grace. Blessings be upon you.” I turned 
away 

We are here if you need us, Reyce. 

I glanced back, my eyes widening. The voice was somehow 
familiar, filled with compassion and understanding, but it had 
been neither my siblings nor Tamasine. The High Priestess was 
staring after me, her eyes filled with a sadness that hurt to look at, 
the statues of the deities rising behind her, their marble gazes 
frozen on the small, frail woman standing in their midst. 

I hurried down the stairs, heading away from the Temple and 
the Gods and the questions I was not ready to have answered. 


KYLEE 


Four miles outside Fallor 
Western Valory 


The wind whipped my hair from its braid into my face, stinging 
my cheeks. My cloak billowed out behind me as I crouched low 
over Nightking’s neck, his muscles bunching and stretching 
between my legs as he flew over the ground. The sky above was 
blue and brilliant, but I didn’t even bother to look at it as the world 
blurred around us. 

I urged him on, my heart thundering in my chest. I hoped, 
foolishly and unreasonably, that if we went just a little faster, a 
little farther, we would somehow outrun the memory of white, 
glowing eyes that chased me down alleys I couldn’t escape from. 

Why didn‘ I use my lightning?The question ate at me. I could 
remember lifting my hand when the creature had appeared, 
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grotesque and terrifying- but then it was as if my mind had gone 
to sleep. I had simply stood there, frozen, staring into those 
glowing white eyes as it had crept toward me. I couldn’t summon 
my lightning, couldn’t call out to the others. I couldn’t even think 
of anything except my fear. 

After facing down five men in the Camp, it was humiliating to 
admit how afraid I had been of a pair of eyes. 

“IT need a rest, Skylily,” Nightking whinnied as he slowed, 
breathing heavily, his shoulders damp with sweat despite the 
coolness of the air. 

I sighed and sat up reluctantly, glancing around for landmarks. 
We had stayed on the dirt road that led back to Fallor; a plain, 
wooden signpost had been pounded into the earth beside it, a little 
way ahead of us. Slowly, Nightking made his way toward it, his 
head hung low as he struggled to catch his breath. The signpost 
pointed back toward Fallor, proclaiming we’d run for almost three 
miles. 

I stroked Nightking’s neck. Wil/ we never find a place where 
I feel safe?! wondered. Will I always be forced to live in crowded, 
choking places, where nightmares stalk me? 

I tried to cling to the resolution I’d made in the Temple of 
Vanae, to view my situation from the others’ point of view, but 
whenever I closed my eyes, I saw that twisted, terrible face and its 
empty eyes. Even with Lanya’s teas and Kryssa’s endless patience, 
I still couldn't sleep. 

I wasn’t sure I wanted to. 

The smell of a campfire caught my attention, pulling me from 
my morose thoughts, and I looked around, frowning. There was 
nowhere in the flat land around us to hide a fire except for a thick 
copse of beeches about a hundred yards ahead, and I quietly urged 
Nightking toward it, my curiosity piqued. Who would choose to 
stay out here in the open, when the inn was only a few miles 
further down the road? 

The trees were clustered thickly together, but a narrow path 
had been cleared through the underbrush, so that we could just 
barely squeeze through. The heart of the copse was free of both 
trees and underbrush, and a large, exotic-looking tent had been 
erected on the soft grass. A magnificent white mare was tethered 
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nearby, quietly grazing, her liquid brown eyes uninterested as 
they looked at us. A cheerful fire blazed in the middle of the 
clearing, ringed with heavy, blackened stones. 

And, kneeling beside it, was an Elf. 

He looked up as I drew Nightking to a halt, my jaw dropping 
open in shock. His features had a fine, foreign cast to them, sharp 
and angled, and his skin was the color of worn gold. His hair and 
brows were dark and thick above vivid, violet eyes, expectant and 
unafraid as he stared at me. 

And his ears were long and pointed, tapering to a delicate tip, 
just as they did in every story Id ever been told. 

After long moments of enduring my stare, he sighed, and 
gestured. “Come, join me. It’s almost ready.” 

I swallowed and swung out of the saddle. Nightking 
murmured that he would wait for me, and I made my way on 
unsteady legs to the fire, sitting heavily opposite him. 

“I am Vanderys of Cedralysone, First Valariel to Prince 
Sotiris.” He raised a brow when I said nothing. “And your name 
is?” 

I blinked. “Ah-” I cleared my throat, wondering if I was 
dreaming. “Sorry, what?” 

“Your name,” he repeated patiently, his strange eyes amused. 

“Oh.” I flushed, feeling brain-addled. “I’m Kylee. Kylee Rose.” 

“Welcome, Kylee Rose.” He bowed his head to me, stirring the 
flames with a long, sharp stick. “I thought you might come today.” 

“You- you were expecting me?” I wondered if perhaps 
Nightking had thrown me and I had hit my head. Maybe I was 
lying face-down in a field somewhere with my skull split open. 
“How?” 

“The stars. Do they not tell you things as well?” 

“Not lately, no.” I stared at him. If this was a dream, it was a 
fascinating one. “What did the stars tell you?” 

“They told me I would meet someone here. Someone who 
would assist in my hunt of the moret ethla.” 

“The who? What? Who are you?” 

“T have already told you. Iam called Vanderys.” 

“Vanderys,” I repeated, wrapping my arms around my knees. 
“And you're an Elf.” 
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He gave me a pained look. “Cedrani.” 

“What?” 

“Cedrani. The name Elf is a derogatory term for my race, a 
bastardization of our language.” 

I blinked. “Truly?” 

He nodded. “It is derived from the word ell, which means self 
in Y’ken’ohl, the language of the ancients, which only the 
Cedranin still speak. Men came up with the name eight hundred 
years ago, to make us less than them. There was almost a war over 
it,” 

I winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” 

“Nor do I. Forgive me. It’s been five hundred years since I last 
had to deal with humans, and I am a bit out of practice.” He pulled 
something from the embers with the stick and busied himself on 
the far side of the fire with it. 

When the silence stretched on, I shifted, uncomfortable. “So, 
what are you doing out here? Aren’t El- Cedrani- supposed to stay 
in their cities? That’s what all the stories say, anyway.” 

“Tm a Valariel.” He didn’t look up. “The First.” 

I gritted my teeth, reminding myself that five hundred years 
was a long time. “I don’t know what that means.” 

He glanced up at me, surprised. “Your people no longer have 
Valariel? Then what do you use to hunt down the creatures of the 
Darkness?” 

“T- I don’t know.” I frowned, thinking about it. “The legions, I 
guess. That’s what soldiers are for, right?” 

He muttered darkly to himself. “The Valariel are not soldiers. 
They are what you might consider knights, though there is more 
to it than just a sword and armor and the ability to look good ona 
horse. When one of the creatures of the Darkness threatens the 
Cedrani, it is the Valariel who hunt them down.” 

“Ah.” I had perhaps a thousand questions, and all of them 
sounded foolish, so I bit my tongue rather than ask. 

Vanderys lifted a plate and handed it to me. “Careful. It’s hot.” 

I frowned at the strange food. It resembled a potato, but it 
smelled of baked bread and roasted chicken, and my mouth 
watered helplessly. “What is it?” 

“Albeline,” he replied, gesturing for me to eat. “Cedrani way- 
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food, for when we travel far from home.” 

I picked off a piece of it, wincing as it burnt my fingers, and 
blew on it before putting it in my mouth. It was still too hot, but 
the flavors... I nearly moaned as a thousand heavenly tastes 
exploded on my tongue, glorious and indescribable. It was the best 
of everything I'd ever eaten, bread and meat and thick brown 
gravy, and I ate the rest of it without speaking, heedless of the 
temperature. I resisted- barely- the urge to lick my plate when I 
had finished, and set it aside, sighing in contentment. 

Vanderys watched me, his eyes amused as he ate his own 
albeline more sedately. “Forgive me if I offend, Kylee Rose, but 
you seem very young, even for a Vadrani.” 

“For a what?” 

“Vadrani. A human.” 

“Tl be fifteen this winter.” I wanted to bristle, but I was too 
full, and had to settle for frowning at him. “That’s a grown woman 
by common standards.” 

“Indeed.” 

I felt that he was laughing at me and was suddenly reminded 
that Elves- Cedrani- were practically immortal. Embarrassed, I 
changed the subject, asking the first question to jump to my lips. 
“So, why is a Valariel all the way out here in Fallor?” 

“I am hunting a pack of creatures. We call them the 
moret ethla. They killed one of the Cedrani in Cedralysone, a 
woman who was a friend of mine. It is my duty to hunt them 
down.” 

“Moret ethla?” 

“It does not translate easily to your common tongue. The 
Soulless, I think, would be the closest I could come. They are 
hideous, foul creatures, cursed for the sin of immortality to forever 
live without souls. It creates a void inside of them, a need, if you 
will, to seek out the soul of another and feed upon it.” 

I could all but feel the blood drain from my face. The Crone. 
“Wh- What do they look like?” 

“They look like the rot of death.” His violet eyes had darkened, 
and I saw the faint lines of anger as his jaw tightened. “Their skin 
is like parchment, stretched too tightly across bone. And their eyes 
glow white- the mark of being without a soul.” 
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I began to shake, and I heard rushing in my ears, deafening 
me. My vision darkened; all I could see was that looming presence 
in the night, the knowledge that it would take me, kill me, its eyes 
cold and empty of humanity. Empty of a soul. 

My head was shoved roughly between my knees, and I gasped, 
deep gulps of air burning as I sucked them into my starved lungs. 
Slowly, the dizzying, sick feeling faded, and Vanderys eased his 
grip on my shoulder, allowing me to sit up. He crouched beside 
me, his face concerned and intent. 

“You have seen them.” It wasn’t a question. 

I responded anyway. “Yes.” Then I shook my head. “Well, no, 
not them. Just one. Last night. My brother killed it.” 

“Your brother killed a moret’eth/a?” It was hard to tell, but I 
thought he was impressed. “Their eyes paralyze those who look 
upon them, so that they can feed without a struggle. How did he 
manage to kill one?” 

“He set it on fire.” 

“Interesting.” 

I swallowed. “Does- does this mean there’s more than one of 
those things?” 

“Unfortunately, yes. Moret ethla only travel in packs, like 
wolves, or perhaps like bats. They feed off of a town or city for 
months, building up the fear within, before finally moving on. So 
far, I have been unsuccessful in finding their nest.” 

“Why would anyone ever want to become one of those 
things?” 

He shrugged, a graceful gesture I wished I could imitate. 
“People become moret eth/a for many reasons.” 

“Such as?” 

“First, because it is the only way for mortals to gain 
immortality. They will never die, unless they are killed. Second, 
because it makes them stronger, faster, more powerful. It is not 
uncommon for a moret’eth/a to tear apart a stone wall with its bare 
hands, or to outrun a horse at full gallop. And, because they have 
given up their souls, they no longer feel pain. Not the kind that 
truly matters, at any rate.” 

I shuddered. “I hate them.” 

“So you should. So should all natural things, created by 
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Destiny.” He rocked back on his heels, looking at me and sighed. 
“Dione, et fellgora ra eve.” 

I blinked. “What?” 

“Nothing.” His violet eyes were contemplative. “The stars sent 
you to me for a purpose, /yssen. Perhaps you are meant to help me 
find these creatures.” 

“Find them?” My eyes widened as I stared at him in alarm. “I 
don’t want to find them! One of them almost ki//ed me!” 

“They will kill a lot more, if left unfound. But you are wise to 
have caution.” 

Outright terror would have been more accurate, but I saw no 
reason to correct him. 

“T will still require your services, however,” he continued. “As 
a Cedrani, I cannot wander through the towns of Men without 
garnering a bit of... attention.” 

“That’s putting it mildly,” I muttered, glancing at his ears. 

“Even so.” He nodded. “I need you to map the town and 
surrounding areas for me, tell me which buildings are abandoned, 
where any dry wells may be, and so on.” 

“But-” I blinked, dumbfounded. Such a task was daunting- it 
would take weeks to determine which houses were occupied, to 
explore empty farm buildings and find old wells. To do it alone, 
when I knew there were more of those things out there- 

“I- I have to get a job,” I managed weakly, my gaze dropping 
as I forced out the piteous lie. “I have to help my family. I can’t 
just-” 

“I will pay you, of course, if that is your only concern.” He 
waved away my excuse. “I would not expect you to take on such 
responsibility without some compensation.” 

I swallowed. Could I really take on such a dangerous task? 
There was the chance that in helping to hunt the creatures, I 
would find them. Did I dare take that risk? I remembered the 
feeling of being stalked, the harrowing knowledge that I would 
die, and realized I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t allow my siblings 
to be killed by those Soulless things. 

At least I wont be forced to work with people. 

I took a deep breath and looked up at Vanderys. “Alright. I'l 
help.” 
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KRYSSA 


Last Hope Tavern 
Fallor, Western Valory 
8 Driel 578A.F. 


I emerged from the tavern around noon, more enlightened about 
the geography and workings of Fallor after my time spent asking 
questions of the gossiping barmaid, though I was famished, since 
the only food offered by the tavern was the stew, and I'd had no 
wish to risk it twice. I made my way down the vendor carts of the 
market and blinked with surprise to find Reyce patiently waiting 
in line for one that sold meat pastries. 

“Reyce?” I joined him in the line. “I thought you were helping 
the others.” 

He shrugged, avoiding my gaze. “I was in the way, so I went 
exploring instead.” 

“You shouldn’t wander around alone,” I cautioned 
automatically. “It could be dangerous.” 

He frowned, and rolled his eyes at me, and I realized how 
ridiculous my warning sounded. He had spent almost a year in the 
Siriun Forest alone, while we had lived in what basically 
amounted to a bandit camp. If anyone could take care of 
themselves, it was Reyce. 

Still, the monster from the night before was fresh in my mind, 
and I worried. Reyce took my hand and squeezed, reassuring, then 
let go as we reached the front of the line, the impatient vendor 
beckoning for us to hurry. 

Lanya was tending to her own lunch, so I only bought five of 
the meat pastries, deciding to eat lunch with the others before at 
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last seeking out our grandfather. Reyce and I carried what we'd 
bought to the alley behind the incense shop, and I blinked in 
surprise to see the heavy pile of lumber beside our steps, and the 
progress they had already made rebuilding the stable. It was more 
than half-way done, the dry-rotted beams replaced with fresh, 
smooth boards, and I nodded to it in admiration as my brothers 
emerged from inside. 

“Good work.” I handed them each a meat pastry. “Where did 
you get the lumber?” 

“I asked Eloise,” Brannyn said around bites. “She knows 
someone, and he knew someone who works at the lumber yards. 
He dropped it off, took the coin, and left.” 

“Ah.” I took a bite and glanced up toward the apartment. 
“Have you seen Kylee yet this morning?” 

“She went for a ride about an hour ago.” Alyxen shrugged. “T’'ll 
eat hers if she doesn’t want it.” 

I raised a brow and pulled my sister’s lunch away from his 
grasping fingers. “I'll leave it in the apartment for her. For her,” 
emphasized, spotting the look in Alyxen’s eyes. “She needs to eat. 
And if I find out either of you ate it while she was out, you'll be 
mucking the stalls for her every morning for the next month.” 

Alyxen made a face, but his eyes were amused as I went to put 
my sister’s lunch inside. I contemplated reaching out to her to tell 
her the food was waiting but decided not to. I understood the 
desire to be alone, and Kylee needed her solitude even more than 
the rest of us. After her scare the night before, she would require 
time to clear her head. 

I returned to the others and looked at Reyce. “I’m off to 
introduce myself to our grandfather, finally. Do you want to come 
with me?” 

He shrugged. “Sure.” 

With a wave, we left Brannyn and Alyxen to continue their 
work on the stables and headed down the alley toward Tarrow 
Street. 

Farther from the market, the shops became more infrequent, 
fading into simple one- and two-story houses with roofs made of 
rusty-red tiles. Small, budding gardens grew between them, the 
green surprising and welcome, like hidden jewels amid the white 
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and grey stone. 

Tarrow Street was quiet and empty, only a few people about, 
leisurely attending to errands. I searched for the landmarks the 
barmaid had told me of and turned toward the house just beyond 
the public fountain of rearing marble horses, which sprayed water 
in arcs that filled the air with sparkling rainbows. A sign swung 
gently on metal chains above the door, a faded blue bottle painted 
on it- the symbol of a healer’s residence. 

I wiped my sweating hands on my breeches and knocked. 

There was the sound of movement from inside, and the door 
was roughly yanked open by a scowling older man. I saw at last 
where my brothers had gained their height, and where I had 
gotten my coloring; the man, who could only be our grandfather, 
towered over me, broad-shouldered and intimidating, his skin 
nearly as pale as my own. Though his vibrant red hair had faded 
to rusty silver, his sapphire eyes were clear, and hard as stones as 
he glared at me. 

“Do you have payment?” he demanded, his voice flat and 
unfriendly. 

I swallowed my surprise as best I could. “G- Garyl Moon?” 

“Yes? Who’s asking?” 

“My name is Kryssa, and this is Reyce.” I attempted a smile, 
though it felt weak and false on my face. I wished I'd left Reyce at 
the apartment with the others. “We- we’re Adelie’s children.” 

For a moment, he looked utterly stunned, staring at us as if the 
air had been driven from his lungs. I thought, in that instant, that 
I saw a flicker of pain I could not begin to comprehend, a vast 
loneliness and hurt that time had done nothing to heal. 

Then his face hardened. “Adelie made her choice. I have no 
money to give to her brats.” 

I recoiled, the sheer fury in his gaze causing me to retreat a 
step before my own stubbornness had me returning his glare. “We 
neither want nor need your money. We only sought you out 
because you're family- whether you like it, or not.” 

His eyes could have burned holes through stone. “Well, it’s too 
late. Tell your mother if she wanted to keep the peace between us, 
she should have come to her own mother’s funeral. Or even 
written us a letter in the last decade.” 
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“But-” I blinked, astonishment causing me to speak before I 
could think, “-you don’t know?” 

“Know? Know what? That your bastard father was never going 
to be able to provide for her? That she would come crawling back 
here one day, begging for my help? Yes, I knew, and it’s too late.” 

I took a deep breath and tried to keep my voice gentle. “Our 
mother is dead. Almost thirteen years ago now.” 

He stared at me as my words sank in. His face turned grey, and 
his breath caught as he sagged against the doorframe. “My Adelie. 
No.” His eyes were unfocused as he stared at me, his voice barely 
a whisper. “How?” 

“She died in childbirth,” Reyce said flatly when I hesitated. 
“With me.” 

Garyl’s pain transformed into rage so quickly that I moved on 
impulse to shield my brother from the blow. It didn’t come- he 
remained in the doorway, shaking, his hands clutched into fists at 
his sides. 

“You dare,” he growled through clenched teeth. “You dare to 
show your faces to me, when you killed my Adelie? You dare to 
come begging from me, when you bear her blood on you?” 

“We haven’t asked you for a damn thing,” I retorted, my own 
rage rising to match his. “I’ve already told you, we don’t want your 
money. And we don’t ‘bear her blood on us’, either. We were only 
children when she died.” 

He ignored me, still glaring. “Your thrice-cursed father no 
doubt sent you, to steal from me-” 

“He’s dead, too.” Bitterness leaked into my voice. “And if you 
think to insult us by cursing him, you can save your words. We 
hated him far more that you ever could.” He gaped at me, finally 
speechless, and my temper spurred me on. “We wanted nothing 
from you but to know where we came from, to reach out to family 
rather than drift alone. But now that we’ve met you, I think we 
were better off without.” 

His eyes bulging from their sockets. “You little bitch-” 

“Enough.” Reyce’s face was infuriated as he pushed in front of 
me. “You will not insult my sister. If we are unwelcome here, then 
we will leave.” His eyes- my mother’s eyes- flashed in defiance. 
“Forgive us for intruding upon your misery. Allow us to leave you 
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to it.” 

He turned and walked away. After a moment’s hesitation, I 
followed. Behind me, I heard the door slam closed, and the sound 
of glass shattering against a wall. 

My heart ached. “Reyce,” I began, “I-” 

“Don’t.” He levelled me with a look beyond his years. “His 
ignorance and pain aren’t your fault. He was prepared not to like 
us anyway, for Father. He’s miserable, and he wants us to suffer.” 
He sighed, the anger draining from him. “Come on. Let’s go home. 


LANYA 


Hamar’s Apothecary 


Brannyn came to fetch me from the apothecary at the end of my 
first day, and for once I was too tired to argue that I was strong 
enough to take care of myself. My shoulders and arms ached from 
an entire morning spent cleaning grime from the windows; my 
knees were bruised from the afternoon of scrubbing floors. Ten 
years of neglect had left the tiny shop in a state unfit even for the 
mice that infested it. 

I reminded myself to buy cheese in the morning to poison the 
rodents with. 

“How was your day?” He grinned when I stared at him. “That 
bad?” 

“Tm fighting ten years of neglect.” I made a face. “Hamar 
hasn’t cleaned that place since he bought it, and all of his assistants 
have been pretty much useless. I have a lot of work to do.” 

“Did you learn anything?” 

“Don’t ask what’s in the bottles labelled Fertility Draughts.”1 
shuddered. “You don’t want to know.” I finally noticed the basket 
he was carrying and raised a brow. 

“Kryssa asked that we pick up dinner before I take you home.” 
He gestured flamboyantly to the market. “If it pleases you?” 

I rolled my eyes at his mockery and led the way down the line 
of vendors. The basket quickly filled with potatoes and kale and 
beans, and I gained us a thick slab of beef and another of venison 
after a few minutes of hard bargaining with a gap-toothed vendor. 
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I bought three more tin cups from a merchant, and allowed myself 
to indulge in a few, small jars of spices. 

Brannyn trailed behind me, lost in thought as we made our 
way further and further from the apartment, edging slowly 
towards the outskirts of town. It wasn’t until I heard the familiar 
crash of steel that I looked up and realized how far we’d come. 

The sign hanging before the wooden gate declared that we had 
found the Fallor Guardhouse, a long, low grey building squatting 
among the neat, white-washed houses that surrounded it. A 
training yard had been set up in the dirt enclosure before it, 
painted lines forming a series of circles on the ground. Archery 
targets lined the front wall of the guardhouse. Men in plain shirts 
and breeches practiced with unadorned short swords, swinging at 
each other’s shields with flagging enthusiasm as they ran through 
drills. 

We were not the only spectators; a gaggle of girls were also 
watching the men, their eyes dramatically large as they cooed and 
sighed. The center of their attentions seemed to be a young man 
with coppery hair, his green eyes fierce with concentration as he 
practiced. 

Startled, I realized that the girls were my age. Am J supposed 
to act like that? All giddy and vapid, as if nothing matters but the 
man Im staring at? glanced again at the young man, admiring 
the way his muscles moved beneath his uniform. Well, he is fairly 
nice to look at. 

An older, grizzled man, obviously of some rank by the 
armband he wore, whistled piercingly. “Enough! Ya'll lads get to 
the baths. And Rose!” 

I flinched, thinking he was calling to us. 

The copper-haired man turned. “Yes, Captain?” 

“You have duty tonight. Try not to fall asleep in the baths 
again.” 

A few of the other men chuckled, and he grinned, somewhat 
roguishly. “Of course, Captain.” 

The captain frowned but dismissed him. The men began to 
wander from the training yard in groups of twos and threes, many 
of them grinning at the group of girls. 

And, I realized in bewilderment, at me. 
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I glanced at Brannyn, saw the same strange yearning I had 
seen on his face the night before. I nudged him, and he blinked at 
me before nodding at my unasked question. We started back to 
our apartment. 

We had taken perhaps ten steps when the copper-haired man 
fell in beside me. I glanced up at him, judging him to be about 
twenty, and handsome, though I didn’t consider myself to be a 
good judge of such things. His green eyes were filled with 
surprising flecks of gold, though the intensity had faded from 
them, leaving them friendly and curious. 

Brannyn scowled at him. 

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you before,” the man said, the 
white of his teeth all but blinding as he smiled at me. “I think I 
would remember someone so lovely.” 

“We just arrived yesterday,” I explained. Brannyn was 
bristling beside me, and I elbowed him. Be nice. “I'm Lanya, and 
the unfriendly one is my brother, Brannyn.” 

“Tm Elias.” He gave me a slightly exaggerated bow. “It’s a 
pleasure to meet you, milady.” 

Brannyn grumbled. 

“I have to ask,” I began, wondering how best to phrase my 
question, “back there, did your captain call you Rose?” 

“Yep. Elias Rose, son of Jaryd and Ester Rose.” His head tilted 
in curiosity. “Why?” 

“Our surname is also Rose.” I gestured to my brother. “We’re 
Malachi and Adelie’s children.” 

“Malachi...” He frowned, thinking, then snapped his fingers, 
his eyes lighting up. “Mychael’s little brother, the one that left 
twenty years ago! You're Ais daughter? That makes us cousins! 
Well, third cousins, or is it fourth? Either way, if you’re a Rose, 
you're family. Damn, wish I didn’t have duty tonight. It’s not 
every day I get to meet a cousin. Well, yeah, alright, it does seem 
like it’s every day, because the clan is so large and all- but not 
pretty ones.” 

Brannyn coughed pointedly. 

Elias grinned at him. “Yes, you’re very pretty, too.” 

My brother sputtered, speechless, and I laughed. I was a little 
confused by Elias’ teasing- we were family, though it was distant 
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and diluted- but I sensed it was just part of his charms, and that he 
meant no harm by it. 

We had reached the bathhouses, and Elias stopped. “Perhaps 
next Starsday we could meet for dinner? My treat.” 

I glanced at our heavy basket, which would only be enough to 
feed us for today. I doubted he could afford to feed all of us on a 
guard’s salary. “Why don’t you come to our place for dinner 
instead? Then you can meet the others.” 

“Others? There’s more of you?” He grinned, one brow rising. 
“Are they all as lovely as you?” 

I could all but feel Brannyn roll his eyes behind me. “You'll 
have to see for yourself.” 

He placed a hand over his heart and bowed, so similar to the 
movement in the Camp that his features for a moment changed, 
his eyes staring at me with burning madness. Then the ghost of 
the Darkling Prince was gone, and all that remained were the icy 
cramps in my stomach. 

“Until Starsday, then, cousins,” he said gallantly, and strode off 
into the baths, forcing a male attendant to chase after him when 
he walked through the doors unescorted. 

I smiled as Brannyn took my arm, barely noticing the dark 
curses he muttered in my ear as he towed me toward the 
apartment. 

Fallor was certainly more interesting than I had expected. 
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BRANNYN 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
11 Driel 578A.F. 


“T joined the Guard.” 

Kryssa glanced up from the books she had spread across our 
tables, borrowed from Fallor’s library, and frowned. “What?” 

“T joined the Guard.” I straddled the chair beside her, resting 
my arms across the back. “This morning.” 

Her brows drew together. “How?” 

I shrugged. “I walked in and told Chanach I wanted to join. 
He tested me on using a sword, said I was decent, and gave me a 
uniform. I report for duty this afternoon.” 

“Who’s Chanach?” 

“My Captain.” 

She shook her head, still confused. “But why? After the Camp- 


“The Camp was a mistake.” I thought of Marla, and my 
stomach tightened. “We should never have stayed there. I should 
have-” 

“Brannyn.” She touched my hand, her voice quiet and gentle. 
“Why did you join the Guard?” 

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” I looked down at our 
hands. Hers looked so tiny beside mine. Why did I always forget 
how small she was? “I want to help people, Kryssa. I want to make 
a difference.” 

“Then I’m glad. Though I am a little confused. Weren’t you 
talking about Mejares three days ago? The Allun Temple, I think 
it was?” 


RKS HOBBS 


I jerked a shoulder. “We haven’t met any of our family yet, 
and that’s important to you. And we still haven’t really recovered 
from what happened to us at the Camp. I thought about it, and I 
figured we’d be to staying here for a while. I may as well do 
something useful.” I avoided mentioning that my dreams were 
filled with the ring of steel. 

“If this is what you want, dear heart, then I support you. But 
please, be careful.” 

I grinned. “I’m always careful.” 

She raised a brow. “Oh, really?” 

I thought of potatoes and flushed. “Well, mostly.” 

She shook her head, glancing back down at the books. 

I peered at it, curious. “What is all this?” 


“Books,” she replied with a _ sigh. “Sennett’s 
recommendations.” 
“Who?” 


“Eloise’s father. He runs the library. She took me there 
yesterday. This one’s called The Fall of the Elder Gods.” 

I nodded. A phrase caught my eye, and I leaned closer. “‘-to 
understand the myth of the Virago, one must understand the 
history of the Elder Goddess Shree. Once called the Mother, Shree 
was mutilated horribly by her corruption, and demanded infants 
be sacrificed so she could bathe in their blood-” I broke off, 
sickened. “Sweet Gods, Kryssa, why are you reading that?” 

“They were pretty bad.” 

“They’re vile.” I shuddered and looked away from the spidery 
print. “No wonder the Younger Gods killed them.” 

“Defeated them,” she corrected. “Gods can’t die.” 

“Defeated, killed, same thing. They’re still gone.” I saw the 
look on her face and flinched. “Aren’t they?” 

“Maybe.” 

“You think the thing with the glowing eyes was- what, a 
defeated Elder God? Wandering around Fallor back streets in the 
middle of the night? Because I’m pretty sure it wasn’t, since it’s 
dead now. I killed it. With fire.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t think it was an Elder God. But 
whatever it was, it was evil, right? And the Elder Gods were the 
original evil. Maybe there’s a connection.” 
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I looked at her doubtfully. “Maybe.” 

The others arrived then, bursting into our great room in a 
whirlwind of noise and shouting. I waited until it grew quieter 
before telling them I was a guard. Alyxen congratulated me, Kylee 
rolled her eyes, and Lanya only muttered finally before starting on 
dinner. Reyce, however, seemed excited, and began pestering me, 
wanting to join, too. I gently explained that he was too young, that 
he had to be at least sixteen before he could enlist. He grumbled 
that it wasn’t fair, but I had to leave for drills, and so didn’t have 
to suffer through him pouting at me for the rest of the afternoon. 

The drills were simple enough, though they left me sore, 
unused to the discipline of swinging a sword. When we had 
finished, Chanach called me over to him. “Brannyn Rose, this is 
Baedon Errit.” He gestured to the weasel-faced young man beside 
him. “He will be your duty partner. You'll be on watch together 
tomorrow night.” 

I eyed the man. He had an unpleasant, sallow cast to his skin, 
and his eyes were sharp and cruel. He managed somehow to look 
down his nose at me, though he barely came up to my chest. 
“Pleased to meet you.” 

“Likewise.” His voice was a grating, nasal whine, and I 
struggled against the urge to wince. 

Chanach nodded, dismissing us, and we wandered toward the 
baths, more or less in step with each other. Awkward silence 
stretched between us, and I tried not to squirm. 

A hand descended onto my shoulder, and I turned, 
surprisingly relieved to see Elias. He raised a brow at Baedon. “Is 
this maggot bothering you, cousin?” 

Baedon straightened. “I happen to be his new partner.” 

Elias rolled his eyes. “You're only his partner because he hasn’t 
been here long enough to request a new one. Don’t worry, you'll 
be back to being Chanach’s messenger boy before the month is 
out.” 

“You can’t talk to me like that.” His hands fisted at his sides, 
and he looked at me for support. “You’re my partner. Tell him he 
can’t talk to me like that.” 

I wished fervently that I were anywhere else. “Elias...” 

Elias held up his hands. “Alright.” Then he grinned, his eyes 
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wicked. “So, Baedon, is your mother still coming to visit next 
month?” 

The shorter man glared, his face reddening, and stomped away 
toward the baths without a word. I stared after him, then looked 
back at my cousin curiously. 

“Baedon’s mother is a widow, with a... questionable... taste in 
men.” His eyes were bright and amused. “He’s never completely 
forgiven me after the last time she came to visit.” 

“You-” I glanced after my new partner. “You slept with his 
mother?” 

“No, of course not.” He shuddered, then laughed. “Could you 
imagine? I just let old Bae think I did. She got roaring drunk in the 
tavern, and I took her to the inn. Baedon caught me letting myself 
out of her room after she’d passed out.” He shook his head. 
“Woman snores like seven thunders.” 

“Ah.” 

His look was sympathetic. “I would have warned you, for what 
little good it would have done, but I didn’t know you were signing 


up.” 

“Warned me?” 

“About Baedon. Chanach always foists the weasel off on the 
new guy. He’s a two-faced little rat, and if you even think about 
making a mistake, he’ll run to Chanach crying about it. He’s also 
an insufferable coward, and terrible with a sword.” 

“If he’s that bad, then why does he remain in the guard?” 

“Politics.” Elias gave me a pained look. “He’s the Captain’s 
nephew, unfortunately, though even fe can’t stand him. But 
Chanach apparently gave his sister his word that he’d turn Baedon 
into a man somehow, so he keeps punishing the rest of us with 
him. So, for what it’s worth, ’m sorry.” 

I shrugged. “I’m sure I’ve dealt with worse.” 

He glanced at my face, thoughtful. “You know, I actually 
believe you have.” He put a hand on my arm, drawing me to a stop 
in the middle of the market. He glanced around, but other than 
the few vendors who remained open, hopeful in the twilight, the 
square was nearly empty. His face was serious as he looked back 
at me, and his voice was quiet when he spoke. “Look, Chanach’s 
put you on nightshift, and Baedon’s not the kind to have your back 
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if something happens. So be twice as careful, alright?” 

I raised a brow. “Why?” 

He glanced around again. “We’re not supposed to talk about 
it. Public panic, you understand. But people have been 
disappearing at night. And, sometimes, we find what’s left of 
them.” 

“What are you saying? That people are just disappearing, and 
no one’s noticed?” 

“It’s only once or twice a month, usually when there’s no 
moon.” His voice dropped to a conspirator’s whisper, and I had to 
strain to hear him. “Two months ago, a man named Jenek was 
found in an alley off Yllwen Street, his head almost ripped clean 
off. It was all we could do to identify him. Chanach decided it was 
better to let everyone think he’d run off rather than admit there’s 
a killer on the loose and we can’t find him.” 

My mouth tasted of blood, and I realized P'd bitten through 
my cheek. White eyes, glowing, burning into me, filled with 
Aunger- “Do you know what- who- it is? The thing killing these 
people?” 

“No idea.” He shrugged. “Probably some sick sonofabitch 
hiding in town like a normal person and killing people when they 
think no one’s looking. I hear it happens all the time in Val Estus. 
But if you see anything, you should tell Chanach.” 

I had killed the thing stalking my sister- did that mean Fallor 
was free of this monster? I didn’t know. What I did know was I 
was not telling Chanach about it my first day in the guard. It 
would lead to too many questions, and I was determined to hide 
my fire until I could control it better. 

Elias was looking at me strangely, and I wondered if he had 
read my thoughts on my face. But he said nothing, and merely 
gestured. “Come on. I think we’ve given Baedon enough of a head 
start that he shouldn’t ruin our bath. Besides, I really need a 
massage. Did you know there were three brawls in the tavern last 
night? Three!” 

He continued to chatter as I followed, though I scarcely heard 
him as attendants stepped forward to escort us inside. My mind 
was racing, and I reached out impulsively to Kryssa. 

She responded immediately. Yes, dear heart? 
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I told her what I had learned. 


She listened, quiet as she pondered what I had told her. J wil/ 
go to the library again tomorrow. Hopefully, I can find out more. 
In the meantime, please be careful. And I will tell the others not 
to wander around alone at night. 


I nodded, forgetting that she couldn’t see me. Thank you, 
Kryssa. 


Be safe, dear heart. 
I relaxed as she retreated from my thoughts, calmer for having 
shared my worries with her, and joined Elias in the water. 
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LANYA 


Hamar’s Apothecary 
Fallor, Western Valory 
16 Driel 578A.F. 


I spent my first week in Fallor cleaning Hamar’s shop, scrubbing 
away years of dust and neglect until every bottle, window, and 
surface fair gleamed with polish. When I finished, Hamar set me 
to organizing the storeroom, which was such a daunting task that 
I almost gave up before I’d begun. It wasn’t because I was trapped 
in a cramped, windowless room, nor even that I did not recognize 
most of the exotic herbs and powders within it. 

It was simply because his penmanship was so poor that I 
despaired of ever being able to translate it. 

I was forced at last to borrow one of his heavy books on 
ingredients, pouring through the pages until I discovered what 
was in each bottle, and then relabeling it. It would have been 
easier if he hadn’t simply placed the bottles at random on the 
shelves, poisonous powdered nightshade lurking beside medicines 
for colic and arthritis, syrups for lung-rot sitting side-by-side with 
pesticides for cabbage-worms. I spent long hours with an aching 
head and straining eyes, struggling to memorize everything in his 
stock and making detailed lists of his inventory, wondering how 
he had managed to never accidentally murder any of his patients. 

Overall, it was a long, arduous, thankless task, and took me 
days to finish. 

I talked Alyxen into repainting the sign above the shop. 
Though Hamar grumbled about the cost, he paid my brother fairly 
for the work, and I smiled as I gazed at it. With the windows 
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cleaned and careful displays set in them, the apothecary no longer 
looked abandoned. Hamar rolled his eyes at my enthusiasm, but 
he did not complain, and all my hard work paid off when the shop 
saw more business that day than it had the entire month before. 

Hamar rewarded me by paying me extra on Firesday and 
giving me not only Starsday off, but all of Sunsday as well. I took 
the coin to the market and spent it all, cheerfully crossing items 
from the list ’'d made our first day. Kryssa sent Alyxen and Reyce 
to help me cart it all back to the apartment, and they grumbled as 
they were forced to make multiple trips for the food, the chairs, 
the table, the heavy bottle of whiskey and the three casks of apple 
cider I had purchased. I ignored them, clutching the dark fabric I 
had picked out for our curtains to my chest, feeling almost giddy 
as I smiled up at the cloudy afternoon sky. 

Starsday dawned with a wet, miserable rain. I worried that it 
might prevent Elias from coming to dinner, until Brannyn 
reassured me that he had asked him about it the day before, and 
our cousin had said he would arrive around sunset. 

I pushed everyone but Kryssa out of the apartment after 
breakfast, ignoring their protests about the weather. While Kryssa 
spent the morning scrubbing floors and washing sheets, I set up 
our kitchen. I made bread by hand, soft-baked over the coals on a 
wooden paddle and prepared a thick soup of vegetables and fresh 
chicken, liberally flavored with seasonings. 

When the others returned at noon, the apartment was filled 
with the smells of my cooking, and I was forced to divide my time 
between watching the soup and driving Alyxen from the kitchen 
with a ladle to prevent him from eating it. 

In mid-afternoon, Kryssa dragged everyone outside again, and 
we trudged off to the baths. I took mine hurriedly, worried about 
leaving the soup for too long, and rushed back to the apartment in 
time to meet Elias at the door. 

“Elias.” I gulped, suddenly nervous. “You're early.” 

“That’s what Mother’s always said.” He grinned and offered 
me a bottle. “Valorian red. For dinner.” 

“Oh. Thank you.” I clutched it, abruptly aware of my damp 
hair and rain-soaked clothing. I stared at him, my mind 
terrifyingly blank. 
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“So... can I come in?” he asked after several moments of 
awkward silence. 

“What? Oh, yes. Of course.” Stop being an idiot, I scolded 
myself as I opened the door. 

Elias took a deep breath as he stepped inside, his eyes 
warming. “It smells amazing in here.” 

“Thank you.” I shook my head, finally remembering my 
manners. “May I take your cloak?” 

He shrugged out of it, looking around curiously. He noted the 
pallets on the floors of the bedrooms but made no comment about 
them. “Is Eloise downstairs?” 

“I imagine so.” I moved to the fireplace and hung up his cloak 
before checking on the soup. “Why?” 

“T thought I might ask her to join us, if that’s alright.” His tone 
was casual, but he radiated nerves. 

I glanced at him, surprised, then bit my lip to hide my smile. 
“Yes, of course. I made plenty.” 

He grinned at me, relieved, and headed down the stairs toward 
Eloise’s shop. I watched him go, amused, before turning back to 
the soup, listening with half an ear as he flirted shamelessly with 
the shy shopkeeper, bullying her into closing for the day. The 
others arrived while she was stammering, their loud voices 
drowning out her weak excuses. 

I turned as Alyxen walked into the kitchen, raising my ladle 
half-threateningly. His hand was on his face, and blood gushed 
from between his fingers, dripping on the clean floor. 

I gasped and grabbed a rag, rushing to his side. “Naitre’s mercy, 
what happened?” 

“He was being an idiot,” Kylee answered for him, sauntering 
into the room to lean against a wall. 

I pushed him into a chair. “Idiocy causes bleeding?” I peeled 
his hands from his face, relieved when I saw his nose was swollen 
but not broken. 

Kylee smirked. “It does now.” 

I scowled at her as I tilted Alyxen’s head back and gently 
pressed the rag to his nose. “We have guests, Kylee. What were 
you thinking?” 

“Yeah, Kylee,” Alyxen echoed nasally. “What were you 
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thinking?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “Well, now I’m thinking I should have hit 
you harder.” 

Kryssa walked into the room, her brow raised, though her 
expression remained serene. “That doesn’t sound like an apology, 
Kylee.” 

“That’s because it wasn’t.” 

Alyxen tried to move his head, and I held him still. “Can I kill 
her, Kryssa?” 

“No.” 

“Just a little bit?” 

“Still no.” She walked to the fireplace to check on the soup. 
“Kylee, since you're feeling so feisty today, you can set the table.” 
She glanced at me. “When do you think Elias will get here?” 

“He’s downstairs.” I placed Alyxen’s hand on the rag to hold it 
in place, then looked down at my dress, now speckled with his 
blood. “I need to change. And Eloise is joining us for dinner.” 

“T have to fetch Brannyn. Reyce!” 

He stuck his head around the corner. “Yes?” 

“Stir this for me, please.” 

He took her place. 

I fell into step beside her as she walked toward the back of the 
apartment. I wanted to rush, to change before Elias returned 
upstairs, but the annoyance radiating from her made me curious. 
“Where is Brannyn?” 

She made a disgusted noise. “Flirting.” 

Beneath her frustration, I could sense the ache, and knew 
without looking that she was thinking of Vitric. He’s still grieving 
over Marla, | reminded her gently. 

I know. But drowning his sorrows in another girl won't help 
him heal. 

No, but it will help him forget. It hurts too much to heal right 
now. 

She sighed and left the apartment without another word. I 
went into my room and changed, putting my dress in the cold 
water of the wash basin to soak. 

Elias was standing in our great room when I returned, his face 
alight with triumph. Eloise stood next to him, blushing furiously, 


282 


FORSAKEN 
looking uncertain and overwhelmed as he prodded her toward the 
table. 

I checked on Alyxen’s nose. One of his eyes was starting to 
blacken, but the bleeding had stopped. I glanced down at his tunic 
and sighed. “Go change. And leave your clothes in the wash basin 
to soak.” 

Elias watched him leave the room, his eyes curious. “What 
happened?” 

I shrugged. “Apparently bleeding is a new symptom of idiocy.” 

“Really? Well, that should make drills more interesting 
tomorrow.” He pulled out a chair at the table for Eloise, urging her 
to sit. She did, mumbling her thanks and trying her best to become 
invisible. 

Kylee finished setting the table as Kryssa rejoined us, her 
brows drawn together in irritation. Brannyn swaggered in behind 
her, grinning and unaffected by her mood. He greeted Elias 
warmly, and I made introductions for those he had yet to meet. 
He smiled charmingly before sitting as Kryssa and I ladled 
steaming soup into bowls. 

When everyone had been served, we sat, and Kryssa looked 
around the table. “Who will say the blessing?” 

“T will,” Brannyn offered, and we closed our eyes as he began 
to pray. “Dear Gods and Goddesses of my Faith, we thank you for 
this and all our blessings. We thank you for Elias, for Eloise, for 
Fallor and our time here. Most of all we thank you for Naitre, most 
gracious Goddess, who grants us love.” 

“So mote it be,” we murmured, and opened our eyes. 

Spoons rattled. Elias took a bite, then moaned. “Dear Gods. 
This is fantastic.” 

“Thank Lanya.” Kryssa passed Alyxen the plate of sliced bread. 
“She made it.” 

He grinned at me. “Pretty amd talented.” 

I flushed. Somehow, I had ended up between him and Kryssa. 
“Thank you.” 

“You should thank Kryssa for not cooking,” Brannyn joked. 
“She burned water once.” 

“I did not. The pot caught fire on the outside because someone 
didn’t clean it well enough.” 
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“So you've said.” He rolled his eyes. “A lot.” 

“Tm sure she has other talents,” Elias interrupted smoothly. 
“She’s a Rose, after all. We're all marvelously talented.” 

Brannyn snorted. 

“How about it, Kryssa?” Elias continued, ignoring him. His 
eyes were warm and friendly. “What secret talent do you possess?” 

“She can read minds,” Reyce piped up, then withered when 
we all glared at him. “I mean- um-” 

“You can read minds?” Elias leaned forward. “Do it. Tell me 
what I’m thinking.” 

She raised a brow. “You already know what you're thinking.” 

“Then tell them. Come on. I'll give you a hint. It’s a number 
between-” 

“Seventeen.” 

“What about-“ 

“Fifty-three.” 

“But-” 

“Yellow.” 

He gaped, his eyes going wide. “You can- you really can-” 

She shrugged away his amazement. “If you want to make it 
more difficult, try not shouting it at me. Keep it hidden, like what 
happened at Goodman Jensen’s fishing pond when you were 
fifteen.” 

Eloise choked, and Brannyn had to slap her on the back until 
she could breathe again. Her face was nearly as red as Elias’. 

I pretended to cough to hide my grin. 

Kryssa calmly returned to her soup. I checked her emotions 
carefully but sensed no relapse in her madness. I began to wonder 
exactly what had caused it in the first place. Did it only appear 
when she attacked? 

“Well,” Elias managed finally, “that’s... unsettling.” 

“You did ask,” Brannyn pointed out, smirking. 

“I did. And now I shall ask something else.” He glanced around 
the table. “Kylee.” 

Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What?” 

“What’s your talent?” 

“She punches people in the face,” Alyxen muttered, and 
tenderly touched his nose with a wince. 
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She shrugged. “You shouldn’t try to tell me what to do. If I 
want to wear a dress, I will.” 

Elias blinked. “You punched him in the face for telling you to 
wear a dress?” 

“Of course not. That would be stupid. I punched him in the 
face for saying I looked like a nine-year-old boy in need of a 
haircut.” 

I groaned. “Alyxen...” 

He grinned. “It was worth it.” 

“As far as talents go,” Kryssa interrupted, trying to prevent 
another argument, “Alyxen is our storyteller. When he’s not 
insulting his sister, anyway.” 

“I love stories.” Elias smiled. “So does Eloise. Don’t you, 
darling?” 

She ducked her head and mumbled something. 

“See? She wants to hear one, too.” 

“Well, I did hear a new one while we were in the Temple of 
Vanae...” 

“You went to a Temple of Vanae?” Elias leaned forward 
eagerly. “What was it like? Do the priestesses really-” He caught 
Kryssa’s gaze, and coughed, leaning back in his seat. “I mean, story. 
Right. Let’s hear it.” 

Alyxen straightened. “Once, a long time ago-” 

“Wait, it’s not that kind of story, is it?” Kylee demanded. 
“Because, if it is, I might have to hit you again.” 

He rolled his eyes at her. “No, it’s not.” 

“Alright then. Continue.” 

“Thank you. Once, a long time ago, Diona, the Elder Goddess 
of the Stars, fell in love with a man named Alistair. In time, they 
had a daughter, whom they named Erydian. She was bright and 
beautiful, and she loved her father very much, even though he was 
mortal.” 

I suddenly knew what had drawn him to this story, and my 
heart began to ache. 

“Wouldn’t Erydian be mortal, too?” Reyce asked, curious. “I 
mean, if her father was human-” 

“She was immortali,” Eloise explained quietly. “A child of a 
God is always immortali. A half-god. Like the Gods, they live 


285 


RKS HOBBS 
forever, unless they choose to give up their immortality. But they 
have the free will of mortals and aren’t bound to duty the way that 
Gods are.” 

“Is that what happened to Erydian?” Reyce looked at Alyxen. 
“Did she give up her immortality?” 

“Reyce.” Kryssa leveled him with a look. 

He ducked his head. “Sorry.” 

She gestured. “Please continue, Alyxen.” 

He made a face. “What’s the point? He already guessed the 
ending.” 

“But it’s the middle of stories that’s the most important,” Elias 
pointed out gently. “Beginnings are slow, and endings are sad 
because it’s over. But it’s the middle where the heart is.” He 
nudged Eloise. “Right?” 

She flushed and looked up at him through her hair. 

“Come on, dear heart,” Kryssa urged, encouraging. “Tell us the 
rest of the story.” 

“Oh, alright,” he grumbled, but I could sense he was pleased. 
“Erydian loved her father, but he was mortal, and grew old and 
weak. She could see how much pain this caused her mother Diona, 
and so she traveled to the Isle of Eire and looked into the Eternal 
Flame, and there saw a way to save her father. She had to trap the 
light of the moon in a jar-” 

“How do you trap moonlight?” 

“Reyce.” 

“Sorry.” 

“She had to capture the light of the moon in a jar and have her 
father drink it. She finally did, though it was very difficult, but 
when she returned home, she found her father had died. She had 
forgotten about time, you see, and had been gone too long.” 

“But-” Reyce began, then caught himself. “Never mind. 
Sorry.” 

“What?” Alyxen asked with exaggerated patience. 

“How could Erydian bring her father back? I mean, you can’t 
fix death, right?” 

“No, you can’t.” Alyxen grinned. “But you can bargain with 
him.” 

Reyce’s mouth dropped open. 
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“Erydian traveled through the Gates of the Dead, and there 
met Death himself. For three days-” 

“Sirius?” 

“No. Sirius is only the God of the Dead. Death is something 
else.” 

“Primordium,” Eloise murmured. 

“That. Thank you. Anyway, so for three days, Erydian 
bargained with Death, and in the end, they finally struck a deal. 
Alistair would be allowed to return to Ca’erdylla for a portion of 
every month, though because he had died, he would still have to 
return to Ca’erlyssa. In exchange, Erydian gave up her 
immortality, so one day she too would die. Then she took her 
father back to Ca’erdylla and gave him the moonlight to drink. 
Alistair became the god of the moon, and married Diona, making 
him the first ArchAngel. And that’s why the moon grows dark 
every month- because Alistair is returning to Ca’erlyssa to fulfill 
his end of the bargain.” 

“What about Erydian?” Kylee asked, curious despite herself. 
“What happened to her?” 

He shrugged. “No one told me.” 

“There’s a few different versions,” Eloise offered, then shrank 
when we all looked at her. “I- I mean-” 

“Relax, dear heart,” Kryssa reassured her, and glanced at me. I 
bit my lip and carefully drained her anxiety, replacing it with 
confidence. “We want to hear the end of the story.” 

She straightened a little, though she kept her eyes downcast. 
“Well, some of the stories say she became a gypsy, traveling the 
world and going on adventures. Some say she set sail across the 
Western Ocean, looking for the Lost Lands. There are even some 
that say she got married and had children, but they argue whether 
it was to a peasant or a prince. But all the stories agree that when 
she died, her mother and father grieved, and all their lights went 
out, leaving the night in complete darkness. Finally, even Death 
tried to appease them, and placed Erydian in the night sky as the 
Winter Star.” 

I sighed, dreamily, and propped my head in my hand. “That’s 
so lovely.” 

“Yeah. Lovely.” Kylee rolled her eyes, but I could sense the 
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softness in her. “I’m going to check on Nightking, make sure he’s 
good for the night.” 

“But it’s still early,” Reyce objected. 

“No, it isn’t.” She pointed out the window, toward the 
darkened sky, then headed for the rear of the apartment. 

“Be careful,” Kryssa called after her. 

She raised a hand, acknowledging, and slipped quietly out the 
back door. 

I sighed and stood, starting to gather up the dishes. 

Elias laid a hand on my wrist, stopping me. “You cooked. We'll 
clean. Right, Eloise?” 

“Um.” She gave him a helpless look. “Right.” 

“But you're guests.” 

“No, we're family. It’s better.” He pushed me back into my 
chair. “Relax.” He pried the bowls from my hands, then dropped a 
kiss onto my forehead. “There’s a good girl.” 

I settled back as they cleared the table, carrying bowls and 
spoons into the kitchen to wash in a bucket of soapy water. Reyce 
pestered Alyxen for more details about Erydian, and Kryssa stared 
out the window, her eyes lost in thought. Brannyn opened the 
bottle of wine and poured us each a glass, though I noted that he 
served himself little. 

I found myself smiling, my heart nearly bursting with 
happiness. This was what family was supposed to be: support, 
laughter, friendship. I sent up a silent prayer of gratitude, and 
sipped my sweet wine, wishing the night would never end. 


Garyl Moon’s House 
17 Driel 578A.F. 


It was for the sake of family that I sought out Garyl Moon the next 
morning. Kryssa had told me about her disastrous confrontation 
with him, and, though I gasped appropriately when she told me 
what was said, I wasn’t truly surprised by it. Our mother had left 
Fallor twenty years ago. That was a long time to nurse resentment. 

Still, [had no wish to say I hadn’t at least tried to resolve things 
with our mother’s relatives. I left the apartment alone and went 
looking for the house on Tarrow Street. 
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Garyl Moon answered the door after my first knock, almost as 
if he had been expecting it. His face was set in angry lines, his body 
braced for confrontation- and then he saw me. 

He staggered back from the door, his face deathly white as he 
grabbed for a wall, shaking as he struggled to keep upright. Shock 
radiated from him. “A- A- Adelie?” he whispered. “But- but they 
said you were dead.” 

“Adelie is dead, Grandfather.” I braced myself against his pain. 
“My name is Lanya. May I come in?” 

He nodded, his hands trembling violently as he gestured 
toward the kitchen. I walked inside, and he shut the door behind 
me before following me into the small, pleasant room. Everything 
in it was spotlessly clean, as if he spent hours chasing every last 
speck of dust from it. Perhaps he did. 

We sat at his small table, facing each other, and the minutes 
stretched out between us as he gazed at my face, the heartbreak in 
his eyes making me want to weep. I was reluctant to speak first. 
Now that I was here, I no longer knew what to say. 

He finally spoke, his voice hoarse. “What is it you want?” 

What did I want, exactly? What had I been hoping to find in 
this bitter, broken old man? My hands clutched into fists in my 
lap, and I found myself speaking without any clue of what I was 
about to say. “I barely remember my mother, your Adelie. I was 
only four years old when she died. My father used to say I looked 
like her.” I was almost surprised the words came out without 
bitterness, and I gazed at him, wanting him to understand. “I 
remember her laugh, but that’s all I have of her. I know nothing 
about her, not who she was, or what she was like as a child here 
in Fallor. I know nothing of her family.” I stared at his blue eyes, 
so like mine and yet not. “I just want to understand her. I loved 
her, too.” 

His face was lost as he stared at me, unspeaking. At last, I 
sighed, and rose from the table. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have 
bothered you.” I started to leave. 

“She was always headstrong,” he murmured, and I froze in my 
steps, turning back slowly. His eyes were on his hands, and it 
seemed he spoke more to himself than to me. “Gentle, too, like her 
mother, but her stubbornness she got from me. I told her to wait, 
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to marry that Rose boy when she was older. She left.” A tear slid 
down his cheek. “My little Adelie, always so passionate. She 
wanted love, dreamed of a prince to save her from her chores.” 

My breath caught as his ragged emotions washed over me, 
shame and regret and grief. 

He looked up at me, the shadow of a smile crossing his face. 
“She used to write me letters, you know. Packets of them, about 
her children and her life and her happiness. I memorized them. 
She told me of you. Her ‘Golden One’, she called you, full of joy.” 
The shadow faded, and he shook his head. “I refused to write back. 
I resented the letters- resented Aer- because I'd wanted her to be 
miserable. ’'d wanted her to come running home with her tail 
between her legs, and everything to go back to the way it was 
before. And then one day, the letters stopped coming. Somehow, 
I knew- I knew that she- she was-” 

His voice broke, and he began to weep, harsh, wracking sobs 
that shook his whole body. I walked to him, my own tears 
streaming down my cheeks, and let him wrap his arms around my 
waist, stroking his hair gently as he grieved the loss of his beloved 
Adelie. 

When the tears at last ran dry, he released me, and 
uncomfortable silence descended between us. He refused to meet 
my eyes. Garyl Moon was a proud man; that I had seen his pain 
filled him with shame. 

I quietly promised to return the following Sunsday and left 
him alone with his sorrow. 

The late afternoon sunshine was a welcome relief, and I sighed 
as I walked slowly back to the apartment. I prayed my visit had 
brought my grandfather some measure of closure, if not peace, and 
hoped that he would begin to let go of his anger and pain, so that 
he could at last begin to heal. 


290 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 


BRANNYN 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
18 Driel— 12 Llares 578A.F. 


Spring faded toward summer, the rains finally ceasing as the days 
grew warm and glorious. Thousands of wildflowers began to 
bloom, their bright colors startling against the calm, green fields 
that surrounded the town, the air heavy with their scent. 

If I had not first experienced it in the Camp of the Prince, I 
might not have believed how easy it was to slip into the routine of 
life in Fallor. But as the days began to blur and our lives settled, I 
found myself enjoying it, and wondered if we should stay in the 
town after all. 

Alyxen gained full-time employment working for the town’s 
craftsman, who paid him to paint ceramic vases and wooden 
children’s toys. Over time, he was taken on as an apprentice, and 
taught to craft the items himself. It was simple enough, especially 
after my brother’s success with the elevator in the Camp of the 
Prince, but he took extraordinary pride in his work, and came 
home flushed with happiness each time a parent bought a toy 
horse or a carved doll for their child. He claimed he was “making 
the world a better place”, and for once I understood his feelings, 
for it was how I felt about the Guard. 

Kryssa took work in the library, since she was there every day 
anyway. It was a small, windowless building on the edge of town, 
cared for by Eloise’s father, Sennett. He was a frail, elderly man; a 
former scholar, he had been charged with protecting the 
collections of old, dusty tomes and dried-out parchments made 
available to the public by the University of Val Estus. But his 
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eyesight was failing, and he happily agreed to hire on my sister, 
who spent her days quietly caring for the books and looking after 
him, the work a blessing to them both- and for me, who still 
wotried about a relapse in her madness, though she showed no 
symptoms of it. 

Kylee was a mystery, and one I was uncertain I wanted to 
unravel. It seemed in that time that she never truly worked, and 
yet she continued to bring in coin every week, tossing it 
negligently on the table alongside my pay. Her eyes were defiant 
when I looked at her in question, and I found I couldn’t rise to the 
challenge in them, so I never asked her about it. I simply prayed 
that, whatever she did, it was not illegal, and swallowed my 
curiosity. 

Reyce took work as a baker’s assistant. It was not glamorous 
work, but it paid well, and he had most afternoons off, and so 
nothing was said when he left well before dawn every morning, 
sleepy-eyed and yawning. He was still, at that time, technically a 
child, but he had left childhood behind long before, and though 
we all sought to shelter him from the realities of life, he wished to 
contribute. 

We were all given Starsdays off- though I had to request it- 
and we invited Elias over for dinner again. He cajoled Eloise into 
joining us, filling our cramped apartment close to bursting. For all 
his teasing, he was fiercely loyal to us for being family, and was 
bright and clever without being snide. If he didhappen to talk too 
much... well, at least the things he had to say were interesting. 

“Our great-grandfather was a Knight of Valory.” He leaned 
back in his chair at our table, and grinned. “Well, he’d be your 
great-great-grandfather, I guess. Maybe. Anyway, they called him 
Gavor of the Rose, and he’s probably the most famous person in 
our family. He was a personal friend to Empress Celestine II, you 
know.” 

“But... were commoners.” Alyxen looked confused. “I 
thought only lords could become knights.” 

Reyce frowned at him. “If you know that, then why do you 
keep making me a knight in all your stories?” 

Shree 

“Usually, you’d be right, Alyxen,” Elias continued smoothly. 
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“But old Gavor was an exception. He exposed a plot to murder the 
Empress, by some minor lordling who wanted her whiny little 
brother to take the throne. She gave Gavor the lordling’s lands. 
She tried to give him the title, too.” He reached across the table to 
take Eloise’s hand, playing with her fingers as she flushed. “Gavor 
despised nobility. He refused the title but took the land anyway. 
And the Empress made him a knight.” 

Eloise, despite the redness of her cheeks, managed to 
straighten in her seat. “Didn’t I read somewhere that Gavor and 
Celestine were romantically involved? Weren’t there rumors that 
their relationship was the real reason he was made a knight?” 

“Daughter of a scholar.” Elias grinned in delight, and kissed 
her fingertips, leaving her speechless and staring. “There was a 
rumor, but it wasn’t true. Gavor was famous for his defense of the 
Empress’ honor, but he was incredibly in love with one of her 
maids, Victoire. He married her, and the family swears he was 
loyal to her till the day he died. We have a pile of letters between 
them as proof.” 

Lanya sighed. “That’s so lovely.” 

Alyxen rolled his eyes. “Romance is stupid.” 

That set off their normal bickering, and Reyce and Kylee 
chimed in, taking sides in the argument. I ignored them, watching 
Elias and Eloise. There was a growing gentleness between them, a 
solitude that separated them from the rest of us. It made me think 
of Marla, or perhaps how it should have been with Marla. I finally 
looked away, my heart aching, only to see Kryssa staring at them 
with the same longing expression. I remembered the name Vitric 
and wondered again what ghosts my sister held trapped within her 
skin, what she had sacrificed to keep us safe. 

The Gods surely asked too much of us. 

The argument escalated to a shouting match, Lanya and 
Alyxen’s voices ringing from the walls. Kryssa merely glanced at 
them, brow raised as the rest of us winced, and raised a hand. 
“Enough.” 

They fell silent, though they continued to glare at each other. 

“I wish I could do that,” Elias said wistfully, propping his head 
in his hand. A smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “It would 
make drills so much simpler.” 
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“I’ve been meaning to ask you about that.” Kryssa glanced at 
me, then met his gaze. “Brannyn tells me you're the best 
swordsman in Fallor.” 

“Well, I try,” he said modestly. 

“Would you teach me?” 

He looked at her curiously. “You want to learn swordplay? 
Why?” 

She shrugged. “I want to be able to protect my family.” 

He nodded, accepting her answer. “I'll come early next 
Starsday and bring some practice swords.” 

“Thank you.” 

The week passed, slow and quiet, and Starsday returned. The 
day was calm and beautiful, the early summer breeze warm on our 
backs as Elias took Kryssa into the alley behind our apartment to 
practice. I sat on the steps, watching as he patiently explained how 
to grip the blade, how to protect her face and block an incoming 
attack. 

I had thought at first that he only meant to patronize her, that 
his offer was an excuse to spend more time with Eloise, who 
hovered beside me, her eyes wide and inquiring. But as I watched 
him gently correct her mistakes, explaining the footwork and 
sword positions over and over again until she understood, I 
realized that he genuinely cared, and it was yet another part of 
him that I admired. 

He was, quite simply, the best person I had ever known, and I 
was proud to call him family. 

Baedon, by contrast, was not family, and as the days passed, I 
found myself increasingly grateful for that fact. He was whiny, 
egotistical, and complained constantly. Nothing was ever good 
enough for him; though he had begged to be placed back on night 
watch, he spent the majority of our time on duty griping about the 
hours and the work, grumbling that he would rather be in his bed. 
I found him insufferable, and when he turned his sharp tongue on 
me, it took all the self-control I could muster not to fry him where 
he stood. Thankfully, he was too self-absorbed to notice the smoke 
rising from beneath my uniform, or I might have been found out. 

Still, with that one exception, I found myself enjoying being a 
guard. It felt as if I were protecting people, watching over their 
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homes and their lives as they slept. I should mention that there 
were a lot of girls who were very appreciative of my service in the 
guard, if only because it was the closest they ever came to peril. I 
was always cautious, enduring the bitter aftertaste of the two 
salixweed leaves I chewed every morning; I had no desire to be a 
father. Truthfully, I had no wish to court any of them, but the 
mindless pleasure offered freely without expectation was a 
welcome distraction from my heartbreak after Marla, and I gave 
in to it gladly. 

I did wonder why my father hadn’t taken salixweed to prevent 
our mother’s last pregnancy, but after thinking it over for a while, 
I realized that, though our mother had been raised by healers, she 
had probably hidden that knowledge from him, her desire to get 
pregnant outweighing her concern for her own life. The thought 
made me angry for some reason, and so I stopped thinking about 
it. 

My third week in the Guard, I put out a fire in a stable, started 
by an errant spark from a neglected lantern. It was then I 
experienced the thrill of danger, and the pride of being thanked 
after the flames had been put out by the stables’ owner, though I 
was left soot-streaked and exhausted for my efforts. The owner’s 
pretty daughter was also grateful, though her method of showing 
was slightly different, and left me nearly as weak as the fire itself. 

Baedon caught a cough from the smoke and sought out my 

sister in the apothecary for a cure. I am uncertain what it was he 
said to her; all I know is that, though his cough disappeared as 
promised, his skin was turned brilliantly orange by the potion she 
gave him. When questioned, Lanya only batted her lashes 
innocently, and Baedon was forced to endure the humiliation of 
being orange until it at last faded a week later. 
No one mentioned leaving, and I pushed thoughts of the Allun 
Temple from my head. Though we still hadn’t met most of our 
family, Fallor had started to feel like home- and perhaps that is 
why the darkness returned to our lives. 
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Rose Apartment 
13-14 Llares 578A.F. 


Kryssa woke me perhaps an hour before noon, using her usual 
gentle method: she poked me repeatedly in the ribs until I rolled 
over and glared at her. 

“What?” I demanded, scowling. I had only been to sleep a few 
hours before, and the exhaustion of it was pulling me down into 
my blankets. 

She stared back at me calmly, unafraid of my morning temper. 
“It’s Reyce’s birthday.” 

I groaned. “That’s today?” I scrubbed my hands over my face. 
I had asked her to wake me early so I could find my brother a gift; 
now I regretted not getting him one sooner. I forced myself onto 
my elbows. “Alright, I’m up.” 

She nodded, grinning as she ruffled my hair, though she knew 
I hated it. “Come on, get dressed. I'll buy you lunch.” 

“It’s too early for lunch,” I muttered, but she was already 
leaving the room, shutting the door quietly behind her. 

I sighed and left the comfort of my pallet. 

My disposition improved after Kryssa bought me a meat 
pastry, the warmth of it making me feel more alert and cheerful. I 
licked my fingers when I was finished; Kryssa made a face, rolling 
her eyes when I grinned. 

We made our way down the line of stalls and vendors, 
approaching the stall where the weapon-smith sold his wares. His 
glum expression faded into one of shrewd delight when he 
realized we were there to buy. 

I had picked out the dagger for my brother days before, 
spotting it on my way to drills. The blade was curved, nearly as 
long as my forearm, with a bluish shine to it that made it almost 
appear fluid. The hilt had been cleverly forged to look like a 
dragon, its tail wrapped around the blade, and its front claws held 
the pommel stone, a dark red crystal like a drop of frozen blood. 

It was beautiful and would replace the one I had given him the 
year before- the child’s blade he had used to save all of our lives. 

Kryssa kept her face carefully blank as she haggled with the 
merchant, their voices rising in intense argument until they at last 
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arrived at a reasonable price. Kryssa paid him the coin, grinning, 
and the merchant stared after us, suspicious and certain that he 
had been tricked somehow. 

Finished, I started to escort my sister back to the library, since 
her lunch hour was almost up. I planned to return to the 
apartment and my pallet, hoping to catch a few more hours of 
sleep before reporting to the guardhouse. 

That was my plan anyway, until a familiar voice shouted my 
name across the market. 

“BRANNYN!” 

I turned, bewildered, and stared in astonishment at the man 
rushing toward me. My jaw dropped open. “Janner?” 

He caught me in a tight hug, and we laughed as we slapped 
each other’s backs. Kryssa stood still beside me, watching us with 
one brow raised. 

Tanner released me after a minute, grinning widely. “Yrisa’s 
tits, Farmboy, it’s good to see you.” He finally noticed my sister 
and flushed. “Begging your pardon, Mistress Kryssa.” 

She tilted her head, almost regal in her acknowledgment, her 
face unreadable. “Tanner.” 

He gulped nervously. 

I made a face at her. He’s fine, Kryssa. 

Well see. Aloud, all she said was, “I have to return to work. 
Pll see you later.” 

Tanner stared after her as she walked away. “Your sister’s 
pretty scary, Farmboy.” 

“Yeah.” I shrugged. “She does that.” 

He shook his head, then grinned at me, and I found myself 
returning it. “Gods be damned, it really is good to see you. What 
are you doing in Fallor?” 

“We have family here,” I replied honestly, thinking of Elias. 
“Tm in the Guard.” 

“Truly?” He looked impressed. “Good for you. I was thinking 
of signing up myself.” 

I raised a brow. “So, you're staying in Fallor, then?” 

“T’ve been here since a few days after we left the Camp. Digger 
and Breaker and I work out on one of the farms. I just came into 
town to get some supplies for Rumer. He’s my employer. It’s 
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honest work, and I like it. Feels good to do something productive, 
after- after everything.” 

I swallowed, remembering. “Yeah, I understand.” I pushed the 
memories away. “So, if you already have a job, why are you 
looking to join the Guard?” 

“I met a girl.” He sighed, his eyes going dreamy. “Rumer’s 
niece. She’s the prettiest thing you’ve ever seen, and she makes me 
feel...” He sighed. “She makes me want to be a better man. I want 
to marry her. But I have to convince Tamsen- that’s her father- 
that I can support her. Soldier’s pay is better than a farmhand’s, so 
I’m thinking Pll join the Guard.” 

I thought of Marla and ignored the pang of jealousy. “I’m 
happy for you. What’s the lucky girl’s name?” 

“Felice Rose.” He sighed again and missed my startled look. 
“Even her name is lovely, isn’t it?” 

“Tm sorry, but did you say Rose?” 

He blinked for a moment, confused, and then his eyes 
widened, and he laughed. “You know, it didn’t even occur to me. 
Brannyn Rose. You're probably cousins. Do you even know how 
much land your family owns? Every farm west of Fallor is pretty 
much owned by a Rose.” 

I stared at him, surprised. Elias had never mentioned it. “No, I 
didn’t know that.” 

“It’s true.” He chuckled. “Rose. No wonder we get along so 
well.” 

I didn’t know which of us he was referring to, and I didn’t ask. 
We talked a few more minutes before parting ways, promising to 
catch up at the tavern the following Starsday. 

I returned to the apartment but found my exhaustion had fled 
and I couldn’t return to sleep as I had planned. Instead, I cleaned, 
a chore I had neglected and left to the others due to my strange 
hours in the Guard, and passed the afternoon quietly sweeping 
floors and washing dishes. 

As I had hoped, Reyce was the first to return home, his clothes 
and face smeared with flour. I handed him the dagger, and 
watched his eyes widen. He stared up at me, speechless. 

I smiled and ruffled his hair. He grinned, understanding me 
without words, and strapped the dagger to his belt before helping 
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me begin on dinner. 

The others arrived slowly, and we sat down to eat together as 
the sun began to sink toward the horizon. I had to leave for drills 
before the others could give Reyce their gifts, and I swung my 
cloak on with a sigh as I headed out the back door. 

I barely paid attention as we ran through drills, going through 
the motions reflexively, already wishing I had taken a nap. Baedon 
was waiting outside the fence when I finished, and he frowned at 
me. “You look awful.” 

“Long night.” I yawned. “Didn’t get a whole lot of sleep.” 

He was already ignoring me, leering at the giggling girls 
gathered at the fence. “Yeah, yeah. Just keep up, alright?” 

“Whatever you say.” I yawned again and winked at the girl 
who had kept me up the night before. She blushed prettily but 
didn’t look away. 

The sun set, and the streets grew dark and quiet as Baedon and 
I started our rounds. I struggled to keep my eyes open and 
fantasized about my bed. The moon was all but vacant from the 
sky, only a shadow of it visible against the stars. I stared up at 
them, yawning, and prayed Id be able to stay awake until dawn. 

Something large moved across the sky, blocking out the stars. 
I frowned. “Did you see that?” 

Baedon glanced up. “What?” 

“There was something up there.” 

“They’re called clouds, Brannyn. Surely you’ve seen them 
before.” 

“It was moving too fast to be a cloud.” 

He rolled his eyes at me. “You're seeing things. There’s 
nothing-” 

An ear-splitting shriek filled the air, and I covered my ears, 
trying to escape it. 

“What the hell was that?” Baedon shouted at me, his face 
unnaturally pale in the torchlight. 

“T- I don’t know.” I rubbed my ears. “It sounded like-” 

Another shriek pierced the night, and a brilliant burst of flame 
lit the sky, illuminating the belly of- 

“Is that a dragon?” managed, my jaw dropping open in shock. 

“It can’t be.” Baedon shook his head, trying to clear it. “Ryno 
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de Syro is over a thousand miles from here. Why would a dragon 
be-?” 

The creature shrieked again, and a second gout of flame 
appeared, this one aimed at the center of town. 

Baedon and I were running before the alarm bells began to 
ring, their heavy peal echoing from the walls and empty streets as 
they warned the town of danger. 

I could see, even before we reached it, that the tavern was on 
fire. Patrons milled about in front of it, looking lost and confused 
as great clouds of smoke and flame billowed through the windows 
to lick at the air outside. I heard the weak screams of those still 
trapped, and my heart lurched. 

I glanced at Baedon, the fear clearly written on his face as he 
clutched at his chest. Coward. I grabbed his arm, forcing his 
attention to me. “Water!” I shouted over the incessant clanging of 
the bells. “Get the other guards and form a brigade! We've got to 
get this fire out!” 

“Where are you going?” he demanded as I released him. 

“Inside.” I didn’t wait to hear his reply, though his shout 
sounded something like damn idiot. But I knew he wouldn't 
follow me, and I had already kicked down the door to rush into 
the flames. 

It was bright, and hot, and the roar of the inferno set my ears 
to ringing. Flames licked against my skin, playful as puppies, those 
pouring along the walls and ceiling straining toward me, bending 
unnaturally. The fire inside me clawed toward the surface in 
answer, and I struggled to contain it, not wanting to make the 
blaze worse. The furniture had been upended in the scuffle for 
escape, and bodies lay among the wreckage, still and dark and 
motionless. 

I forced my way through the overturned tables, picking up the 
first person I saw: the serving woman we had met our first day in 
Fallor. I cradled her limp form in my arms, her chest rising shakily 
as she fought to breathe, and carried her back outside into the cool, 
clean night air. 

Others were gathering, homeowners and shopkeepers afraid 
of the fire spreading. They had formed a loose line, hauling 
buckets from a well to throw them on the flames. It seemed a 
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pitiful effort, and the fire mocked them, growing larger as it 
consumed the roof. 

I took a deep breath and plunged back inside. 

I must have made nearly a dozen trips, pulling bodies from the 
burning building. My shirt clung to me, little more than blackened 
rags, though my skin was unburned beneath it. My head ached 
with the effort of holding in my fire, and I worried that I would 
burn the people I was trying to save. 

At last, I could find no one left inside. I stood outside in the 
cool night air, swaying as I watched the building slowly collapsed 
in on itself. Someone grabbed my arm, but I was blinded by the 
flames, so it took a moment before I could see that it was Chanach. 
His lips were moving, but I heard nothing. 

“What?” I shouted. My own voice sounded muffled to my ears. 

He motioned to someone. A taller, older man stepped toward 
me, frowning; his mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear him either. 

The man frowned, and I noticed absently that his eyes were 
the same color as Lanya’s. He cupped my ears and muttered 
something. I heard a pop- and suddenly all the noise of the night 
came rushing back. I staggered, my knees buckling, and Chanach 
grabbed my arm to steady me. 

“Where’s Baedon?” he demanded. “Is he still inside?” 

“No one’s inside.” I stared at him, confused. “I sent him to the 
guardhouse when we arrived.” 

“I came straight from there. I didn’t see him.” His jaw 
tightened as he looked up at the burning tavern. “Was it really a 
dragon?” 

“It certainly looked like one.” 

He shook his head. “Come on. We still have work to do.” 

I joined the line of people hauling buckets. It was monotonous 
work, and numbing, and I handed filled buckets one way and 
emptied ones the other, my exhaustion making my vision narrow 
until I saw nothing but the people on either side of me. It seemed 
we hauled for hours, until my arms were as weak and useless as 
wet rags. 

Someone at last put a hand on my shoulder and shouted 
through my stupor that we were finished. 

I blinked and looked up. The tavern was little more than 
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charred rubble, the support beams sticking out through the ruined 
walls like the smoking bones of a decaying skeleton. I shuddered 
and turned away, trying not to think of how much worse it could 
have been. 

Chanach, inexhaustible, yelled for me across the square, 
where he seemed to be in charge of directing the chaos. I walked 
to him slowly, my legs trembling, wanting nothing more than a 
bath, a meal, and my bed, in any order. 

My captain had other plans, however. “There’s no sign of the 
dragon,” he informed me. “It’s just gone. Blighted hell-beast. And 
I can’t find Baedon. I need you to look for him.” His brows drew 
together as he scowled. “If he hid in some corner through this 
whole fiasco, I swear I’m going to-” 

I heard someone scream and jerked around in time to see a 
woman stagger out of an alley, her face deathly pale. Wordless, 
Chanach and I headed at a dead run for her, our eyes trained on 
the mouth of the alley. 

Baedon was waiting for us. 

He was propped against a wall, his head tilted at an unnatural 
angle, his face frozen in an expression of terror. His uniform had 
been torn to shreds, his chest ragged beneath it, and his throat had 
been viciously ripped out. Blood splattered his clothes, the ground 
beneath him, even the walls. The stench of decay wafted out of 
the alley, enveloping us. 

Baedon just stared at me, his eyes glassy and lifeless. 

It was too much, and I vomited, my stomach clenching hard, 
my head spinning until I thought I would pass out. No one 
deserves to die like this. No one. 
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LANYA 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
14 Llares 578A.F. 


The greatest problem that we have suffered for sharing minds lies 
in the protection of our inner thoughts. We construct our shields, 
and hope they are strong enough to keep our emotions from each 
other. But when we experience severe trauma, such as the night 
our father almost beat Kryssa to death, our shields fail and our 
minds are exposed and vulnerable, every thought and secret 
visible to the others. Everyone else is forced to block the thoughts 
out, closing ourselves off, as we did with Kryssa’s endless 
screaming after she had entered the mind of the Crone. 

When Brannyn found Baedon’s body at dawn, his shields 
immediately collapsed, overwhelming us with visions of horror 
and the nausea he felt as he was violently sick in a dirty alley. 
Dead, glassy eyes filled my mind, and I felt my brother’s revulsion 
as if it were my own. 

No one deserves to die like this. No one. 

He noticed us after only a moment and his shields went back 
up, but that moment was enough. The others gathered in the 
kitchen, subdued and quiet as I made them breakfast before they 
left for their jobs. Kylee ran to the apothecary for me to tell Hamar 
I would need the day off as I sorted through the teas I knew I 
would need to calm my brother. 

It was mid-morning when he finally stumbled through the 
door, bleary-eyed and far too pale. I dismissed the thought of tea 
as soon as I saw him, leading him by one of his ice-cold hands to 
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the table to sit, and fetched him a shot of whiskey. I watched as he 
downed it in a swallow and shuddered, color returning to his 
cheeks as his eyes lost their glassy, vacant look. 

I gave him another shot and led him to bed. He was asleep 
almost before his head hit the pillow. His skin was clammy and 
cold when I tried to clean the soot from his face, and I tucked the 
blankets around him, worrying. 

The others had already left for their jobs, but they stopped by 
throughout the day to check on him. They whispered when they 
looked into his room, though they could have blown trumpets and 
I doubt it would have woken him. 

Elias stopped by in midafternoon, his normal smile replaced 
with worry. “I was out at the farms last night. I just heard. Is he 
alright?” 

“He’s sleeping.” I ran my hands through my hair. “Other than 
that, it’s hard to say.” 

“Was it really a dragon?” 

“That’s what Brannyn said.” 

“Sweet Naitre. Do you think that’s what got Baedon?” 

I remembered the creature in the alley, our first day in Fallor. 
“No. I think that was something else.” 

He shuddered. “I didn’t even like Baedon, but no one should 
die like that.” 

“No.” I swallowed. “No one should.” 

Elias talked to me for a few more minutes, then headed out for 
his shift on patrol, leaving me alone with my brother. 

Brannyn began to have nightmares in the late afternoon, and 
I eased the tension from him, leaving him dreamless once more. 

Draining his nightmares left me edgy, and Kryssa found me 
pacing when she arrived home at noon. She raised a brow, waiting, 
and I made a face at her, wishing she couldn’t read me so well. “It 
could have been him.” 

She sat at the table, her face serene. “But it wasn’t.” 

“But it could have been.” 

She nodded. “Yes. It could have been. But it wasn’t, and he’s 
fine.” 

“Is he?” I laughed, but it sounded bitter. “Are any of us? How 
can we ever be fine, Kryssa, with all that’s happened? Do you not 
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see how damaged we are?” 

“I see.” Her eyes were dark, like liquid emeralds. “I also see 
how strong we’ve become. We have faced worse than this, dear 
heart, and survived it. If we face worse yet, then we will overcome 
that as well.” 

I stared at her. “How can you believe that? You nearly lost 
your mind. Twice. In one year. The others live in terror, and I 
spend so much time draining the ugliness away, trying to keep us 
calm-” 

“You're not supposed to do that.” She frowned. “We agreed 
not to use our gifts on each other without reason.” 

“T have plenty of reason!” threw my hands up, frustrated. “If 
I didn’t, we would never have made it out of the Camp! Brannyn 
was so heartsick he could barely function, and you were all but 
dead. The fear was so thick I could have drowned in it.” 

Her eyes widened, just a little, and I realized I was shouting. I 
had bottled up this anger for months, and it all came rushing out, 
things I had never meant to say, nor even knew I felt. “You try so 
hard to protect us, but you forget to protect yourself. You forget 
we need you. You went into the Crone’s mind to protect us, and I 
understood that. But what did it help, going into the Prince’s 
mind? Who did that protect? He barely noticed you doing it. It 
didn’t stop him from killing Marla. And then you were just a body 
on the floor, another weight we had to carry. It scared the others, 
scared me because we didn’t know if you were going to come back, 
or if you were going to be someone else when you woke up.” My 
breath hitched. “I had to make all the decisions, to hold the family 
together. And you- you were 

just-” 

A tear slipped down Kryssa’s cheek. “I’m so sorry, dear heart,” 
she whispered, and I could feel her regret. “I didn’t think, I just 
reacted. I was so afraid he would hurt you.” 

I sank to the floor, and buried my face in her knees, weeping 
out my fear and heartsickness until the storm inside me had 
passed, leaving me hollow. I was tired of being strong, tired of 
holding in my fear. How long could I survive under this strain, 
trying to keep us from giving in to despair? 

Kryssa stroked my hair gently, and I sighed. Minutes passed, 
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the aches in my heart slowly soothing in the quiet. 

I finally glanced up at her. “Kryssa?” 

“Yes, dear heart?” 

“Do you think we really are chosen?” 

She stared past me, into the flames of the fireplace. “I don’t 
know.” She shook her head. “Our mother was the one who 
claimed it, but there was never any proof. She told me heaven 
whispered to her. I thought it was just madness, in the end. I 
cannot say that I understand the Gods, or Destiny, though, so 
perhaps she spoke true. Certainly, we seem to be marked by 
something.” 

“Reyce and I talked about it once. He said that all the horrible 
things that keep happening to us are to make us strong enough to 
face whatever they chose us for.” 

“That sounds like him.” She smiled, looking back at me. “What 
do you believe?” 

“I believe the Gods enjoy our suffering,” I muttered darkly, 
then sighed when she raised a brow. “I think Reyce is right. It just 
doesn’t make any sense otherwise, so much death and pain 
following us. But if we’re being made into a weapon against the 
enemies of the Gods, shouldn’t there be some hope in the end? 
How will we even know when it’s over?” 

“T imagine they’ll tell us.” She shrugged. “Isn’t that what they 
do in the stories?” 

“But those are stories, Kryssa. This is real.” 

“I know, dear heart.” Her eyes were sad. She leaned forward 
and kissed the top of my head. “I know.” 

We sat in silence for a long time afterward, until the others 
finally joined us. 


KRYSSA 


The streets of Fallor were dark and deserted. Lanterns guttered in 
their holdings, the only light in the moonless night. Mist crawled 
across the ground, playing ghostly fingers against locked doors and 
shuttered windows. It swirled around my bare feet, filling my nose 
with the damp smell of decay. 
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He’s dead. The voice was a whisper in my mind, harsh, 
rasping, familiar. My arms broke out in gooseflesh as I slowly 
turned. 

She stood in the shadows behind me, where the lantern light 
barely reached. Her hooded cloak was drawn up, but I knew her 
without seeing her face. If I lived to be a thousand and the sun fell 
from the sky, I would always know the Crone. 

He’s dead. Her thoughts cut into me, piercing through my 
heart like a blade. His blood is on your hands. 

No. I shook my head in denial, but when I looked down at my 
hands, I saw they were dripping red. He isnt dead. He cant be. 

You killed him. The lanterns behind me sputtered and died, 
leaving us in darkness. I was frozen in place, paralyzed by frantic 
fear as she drew closer, so close that I could smell the rot of her 
dead flesh. Beneath her hood, her eyes began to glow, white and 
inhuman and burning with hatred. Murderer. 

I couldn’t argue, couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Her hands 
wrapped around my throat, strangling me. 

Die with him. 


Rose Apartment 


I woke, soaked in cold sweat, my shirt twisted tightly around my 
neck. I clawed free of it and scrambled away from my pallet on my 
hands and knees, gasping. Shudders wracked my body, icy terror 
swimming through my blood as her voice echoed on and on inside 
my head. 

Killer, thief, murderer- 

Kryssa? A soft golden light touched my mind, concerned and 
drowsy. Are you alright? 

I took a deep breath, steadying myself before I looked at 
Lanya. Her face was deathly pale by the light of the single candle, 
dark circles etched beneath her sapphire eyes. She looked seventy, 
not seventeen. My heart clenched at the burden she carried. She 
drained our emotions, but who was left to drain hers? 

I shielded my mind, carefully, protecting her from the 
remnants of the nightmare. /’m fine, Lanya. Go back to sleep. 

I could feel her weariness, just as I could feel her fighting it to 
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comfort me. I bottled up my anxieties, the leftover tremors of the 
dream, and sent her calm I didn’t feel, reassuring her. /’m fine. 

She sighed, too tired to argue, and curled back beneath the 
blankets, her exhaustion pulling her back down within moments. 

I sighed and sat back on my heels. My hair had escaped from 
its braid, and I scooped it back from my face, twisting the length 
of it into a knot at the base of my neck. My hands were still 
shaking when I lowered them again to my knees, and I fisted them 
to hide their trembling. 

The stars outside the window were distant and cold, brilliant 
diamonds in the dark sky. It would be hours yet till dawn, but, 
though fatigue beat against my bones, I knew that sleep had 
abandoned me. 

I sighed again, and quietly left the room. 

The fire had been banked for the night, but I added logs and 
prodded at it until the flames flared up again. I curled up in front 
of it with my knees pressed to my chest, wrapping my arms around 
them. A log burst in the fire’s heart, sending up a shower of sparks, 
and I jumped at the sharp sound. 

Get ahold of yourself. I rubbed icy fingers against my eyes, 
struggling to slow my racing heartbeat. My nerves were strung as 
taut as harp strings. The Crone is dead. 

And whose fault is that? Her voice scraped against my skull, 
filled with hate. Thief: 

You- you re dead. | swallowed, my skin beading with cold 
sweat. I had heard her voice before, but always in dreams. Now I 
was awake. Was this a return of my madness? I curled into a ball 
and whimpered. Go away. 

Go away? Go away?! I cant go away, you stupid girl) You 
trapped me here. 

But- you've been dead for a year. Why are you talking to me 
now? 

That thrice-curst sister of yours kept me bound too tightly. But 
you ve loosened it, havent you? Worried at it. Her voice lowered 
to a sibilant hiss. You know you ve forgotten something. 

What? Her words were creeping along my skin like 
gooseflesh, and I shivered. What did I forget? 

I'm not going to tell you! Stupid girl. You trapped me here. 
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Why would I help you? 

You killed my mother, I reminded her, and turned my father 
a monster. 

You murdered me/ 

I winced at the shrillness of her tone. You deserved so much 
worse. If I could kill you again, I would. 

What a little monster you’ve become! So ready to deal out 
death, so sure who deserves it. 

Shut up. 

You shouldnt argue with ghosts, you know. Her laughter 
echoed in my thoughts, mocking me. Jt invites madness. 

The dead shouldn't talk, | countered, and wondered if I was 
already mad. Especially if they have nothing to say. 1 shoved her 
back into the cage where I kept her memories locked away, deep 
in the corners of my mind. Now leave me alone. And stop 
interfering with my dreams. 

Someone knocked on the back door of the apartment, saving 
me from talking to the dead woman in my head. I frowned, 
wondering who would be calling on us so late, and went to open 
the door. 

Garyl Moon was standing on the other side. 

I hadn't seen him since that first disastrous encounter, though 
I knew Lanya had visited him several times. He looked exhausted, 
soot ingrained into the lines of his face, weariness pulling at the 
stiff pride in his shoulders. 

Years of manners beaten into me by Janis were all that kept 
me from slamming the door in his face. “Can I help you?” I 
managed, my voice cold. 

He shifted, his eyes not quite meeting mine. “I just wanted to 
see how your brother was getting along,” he said, his voice hoarse. 
“I was told he was the young man I treated, the one who pulled 
most of those people from the fire.” 

“Brannyn,” I supplied grudgingly. He had helped my brother, 
so I could at least make an effort to be polite. I opened the door a 
little wider. “He’s still sleeping, ’'m afraid. Would you like to come 
in?” 

“Thank you.” He stepped inside, his face reflecting the same 
unease I felt. The doors to the bedrooms were open, and he 
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glanced in them as I shut the door behind him. 

“Where are your beds?” he asked quietly, his brow rising as he 
looked back at me. 

I shrugged, but didn’t see a reason to answer, and led him to 
the great room. The fire crackled cheerfully as Garyl sat at the 
mismatched tables and looked around our tiny kitchen. 

“Tea?” I asked, determined now to be civil. 

“Whiskey, if you have it.” 

I pulled the bottle from the shelf and brought it over, setting 
it between us as I sat across from him. The silence stretched out, 
loud and uncomfortable. 

“It was a brave thing he did,” Gary] said finally. “Your brother. 
Brannyn.” 

“Thank you,” I responded automatically, then winced. “I 
mean, I- Gods, that was the wrong thing to say. I meant-” 

“Tt’s alright.” He raised a hand, reassuring me. “I understand. 
You take a lot of pride in your brothers and sisters.” 

“Yes.” I wished I had shut the door in his face, so I could have 
avoided this awful awkwardness. “I do.” 

“Lanya talks about you.” He leaned his elbows on the table. 
“When she comes to visit. She calls you the protector.” 

I didn’t say anything. 

“It made me wonder what you've protected them from.” He 
reached out and opened the bottle, taking a long pull. “She worries 
about you.” 

I shrugged. “I’m fine.” 

“Are you?” He sighed, took another drink. “You know, I 
always worried about Malachi. He had such a temper, these black 
rages. Adelie was the only one who could ever calm him down. 
There was so much anger in him. When Adelie- when she left-” 
He took a deep, shaking breath. “I always prayed he would grow 
out of them.” 

“What do you want?” 

“IT see Malachi in your brother,” he murmured as if he hadn’t 
heard me, staring at the whiskey bottle in his hand. “It’s there- the 
same eyes, same build. The same rage. You can all but feel it 
radiating off of him. And I see my Adelie in Lanya, the sweetness, 
the compassion. But when I look at you...” His eyes were dark as 
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he raised them to mine, his voice dropping to a whisper. “When I 
look at you, I see me.” 

It was an apology, the most I would ever get from my proud, 
broken grandfather. I swallowed the lump that rose to my throat. 
“T- I understand.” 

He ran his hands over his face. “I’m not good at this. Never 
was. Yara was always the one-” He broke off, took another deep 
breath. “Lanya comes to visit me sometimes. Perhaps the next time 
she does, you'll come with her.” He glanced down the hallway. 
“All of you.” 

“T think we'd like that.” I hesitated, then reached out to take 
his hard, wrinkled hand. “Thank you, Grandfather.” 

He stared down at my hand for a moment, then gripped it. A 
smile eased the harshness of his face. Then he sighed. “I should go. 
It’s been a long day.” 

I nodded, and walked him to the back door, watching as he 
headed down the darkened alley toward the torches that lined the 
street. Then I quietly closed the door and returned to the fire to 
wait for dawn. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 


BRANNYN 


Ruins of The Last Hope Tavern 
Fallor, Western Valory 
16 Llares 578A.F. 


Three people died in the tavern fire, trapped in the upstairs rooms 
that the flames had first claimed. I hadn’t looked for them, hadn’t 
even known they were there. In truth, they had probably died 
before I had even reached the building, though that didn’t stop my 
guilt. Two more had died of the smoke, one of which was the 
serving woman I had carried outside. I still didn’t know her name. 

I sat on the cobbles of the street, staring at the rubble, and 
wondered why the Gods had given me this gift if they were just 
going to let people die anyway. 

It didn’t seem fair. 

Someone had built a shrine where the door of the tavern had 
been, and the townspeople had covered it in flowers. They looked 
small and pathetic amidst the blackened beams, their petals 
stirring in the breeze that sent ashes dancing up toward the sky. I 
wanted to weep, looking at them, for what I knew they meant. 

I had failed. 

“I always thought it was strange that people honor where 
someone died.” Unnoticed, Tanner had walked up beside me, his 
cloak drawn tight around him to ward off the late spring chill. “I 
mean, it makes sense to place flowers where they’re buried, right? 
But where they died? Seems morbid.” 

“I think it’s supposed to appease their spirits.” I shrugged. 
“Comfort them so they don’t haunt the place when they rebuild.” 

“Why flowers, though? It’s a tavern. Wouldn’t they be more 
appeased by ale?” 
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I smiled a little despite myself. “That does seem more 
appropriate.” 

He pulled a bottle from beneath his cloak. “How about it, 
then? Want to go drink with ghosts?” 

“Did you really bring a bottle of whiskey out here just to ask 
me that line?” I stood, brushing the dirt from my breeches. 

“Of course. It’s a good line, and I don’t get to use it often.” He 
jerked his head, and we wandered into the burnt-out shell of the 
tavern. The smell of smoke hung in the air, as thick as the ashes 
beneath our feet. I imagined ghosts clustering around us and 
pulled my cloak tighter. 

Tanner took a swig from the bottle, then poured a libation on 
the ground before offering it to me. I took a gulp, wincing at the 
burn as it slid down my throat. I poured out another drink for the 
ghosts, then passed it back. 

“They're saying you ran in here without even hesitating.” 
Tanner looked around at what remained of the charred walls. 
“They’re calling you a hero.” 

I shrugged. “I’m not.” 

“They say you pulled thirty people out of the flames.” 

“Fourteen. It was late.” 

“And you don’t think that makes you a hero?” 

“Five people died.” 

“Could’ve been more.” 

“I suppose.” 

“You can’t save everyone, Farmboy.” 

I thought of Marla. “Shouldn’t I try?” 

“People die, Brannyn.” His eyes were focused, lacking their 
normal amusement. “Sometimes they deserve it, sometimes they 
don’t. But everyone dies. You can’t change that.” 

“Doesn’t seem fair.” 

“Who told you it was fair? It’s a game, played with loaded dice. 
Some days you get to hold the dice, but most of the time you're 
gonna lose.” 

I made a face at him. “If that’s meant to be comforting, you’re 
failing miserably.” 

“You want comfort, get a dog.” He took another pull from the 
bottle. “Pm your friend, so ’m going to tell you the truth.” 
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“Are we friends?” I took the bottle when he offered it, then 
held it by the neck. “I mean, after everything that happened at the 
Camp-” 

“The Camp.” He sighed. “You know, I worried about that, too. 
If we could be, after. I didn’t think you’d want me to be, once you 
found out about the Prince.” 

My throat tightened. “He killed Marla.” 

His face went white, his eyes widening with shock and 
sympathy. “Gods, Brannyn, I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I never 
thought- Gods.” 

I swallowed back the tears, took a shaking breath. I could talk 
about it now, needed to talk about it with someone. “He- he was 
in the room with Lanya. He’d changed her clothes, dressed her up 
like a slave. Chained her to the bed. I was so angry, and I 
challenged him. Wanted to fight him with a sword, like a damned 
idiot.” 

I took a deep swallow of the whiskey, letting it warm me. 
“Marla tried to stop him. She thought- she Anew- he would kill 
me ina swordfight. He killed her for it. Ran her through, and then 
kicked her. Like a dog.” I could barely force the next words out 
past the lump in my throat. “She died because of me.” 

“For you.” Tanner took the bottle from me, and I realized my 
hand was shaking. “She died for you. There’s a difference.” 

“Is there?” I stared at him, feeling lost. “I called her a coward.” 

“She was.” He made a face at me. “Oh, don’t look at me like 
that. I’m not talking ill of the dead. We were all cowards back 
then. It’s not something I like to admit about myself, but I knew 
what Hamund was doing. I knew it was wrong, and I didn’t try to 
stop it. None of us did. Only you.” He chuckled, but there was no 
humor in it. “Farmboy. Braver than us all.” 

“He had my sister,” I reminded him. 

“You would have done it anyway. You're like that.” He sighed. 
“We were so convinced that what we were doing was right. If it 
was right, then what we were doing couldn’t be bad. Hamund 
couldn’t be bad. But it was bad, wasn’t it? People got hurt. 
Innocent people.” 

“Hamund twisted it.” 

“And we let him.” He sighed and took another pull from the 
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bottle. “Thank you for stopping him.” 

I blinked at him, unsure of what to say. 

He handed the bottle back to me. “Rigger’s the new Prince 
now. I went back for a bit, after. They moved, south of the lumber 
yards, and it’s smaller now. Rigger’s making some changes, most 
of which protect the women that get rescued. So that’s 
something.” 

“You ever think about going back? For good?” 

“No.” He looked up at the sky. “No, I need to do something 
else now. Something better. I need to help people.” 

“Make a difference,” I murmured. 

“Exactly.” He gave me a lop-sided grin. “Besides, there’s 
Felice.” 

“IT haven’t met her yet.” 

“You will.” He glanced around and shuddered. “Come on, 
Farmboy. Let’s go back to your place and get drunk. I think the 
ghosts have had enough.” 

I smiled, and we swung our arms around each other’s 
shoulders, leaving behind the smell of smoke and the ashes of the 
tavern, darkened with whiskey. 


KYLEE 


Vanderys’ Camp 
Five miles east of Fallor, Western Valory 
17 Llares 578A.F. 


I learned to be afraid of the dark, in that first month that I worked 
for Vanderys, searching for the moret eth/a. I scrambled down dry 
wells and through dusty abandoned houses, peeking into attics 
and haylofts and the shadowy alleys behind stores. Each time my 
heart thundered in my chest, certain I was about to come face-to- 
face with a pair of glowing white eyes and the rot of death. My 
ring crackled constantly with my nerves. 

I began to jump at every shadow and huddled under my 
blankets at night praying for dawn. I tracked the progress of the 
moon as it waned, my stomach clenching in dread, knowing that 
there would be another attack because I still couldn’t find the nest. 
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Because I had failed. 

Vanderys tried to calm me, his strange violet eyes growing 
worried as I struggled beneath the weight of my fear. 

It was two weeks after Baedon’s death when he finally spoke 
to me of it, his voice more abrupt than I was used to. “Perhaps I 
misread the stars, /yssen. The strain of this hunt is tormenting 
you.” 

I made a face at him from across the fire. “You know, among 
humans it’s considered rude to tell a lady she looks like hell.” 

He blinked, startled. “I didn’t mean-” He stopped, and his eyes 
narrowed. “You're deflecting.” 

I jerked a shoulder. I did not want to talk about it again; I had 
already made my choice. The haunted look that lingered in 
Brannyn’s eyes left me with no other option. I would find the 
moret ethla, with or without his permission. “Tell me about 
Cedralysone.” 

He sighed, but thankfully left it alone. “My home is hard to 
describe in your common tongue, but I shall try.” He leaned back 
on his elbows, staring up at the sky. “The Cedrani are the Star’s 
Eldest Children. When the Vadrani and the Delvani- the humans 
and the dwarves- forsook Diona our creator for the Younger Gods, 
we remained Her faithful. She gave gifts to all Her children, but 
we still treasure ours. She gave us Stars.” 

I didn’t understand, but I bit my lip rather than interrupting, 
and waited. 

“She sent six Stars to this world, and where they fell the Great 
Houses built their cities. Cedralysone, our House, built upon the 
Aurelion, at the heart of the mountains, in what we call the Vale. 
We have lived there for over two thousand years.” 

My curiosity got the better of me, and I blurted, “You live on 
top of a star?” 

“The Aurelion gives us life. It turned our valley into a paradise. 
We do not suffer from harsh weathers or dry harvests. The Vale is 
always calm, always peaceful. The animals do not harm each 
other, even those who would normally be predators. The grass is 
green, the air is soft. The flowers bloom regardless of the fickle 
seasons.” 

“Tt sounds beautiful.” 
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“It is. But there is a cost.” His eyes darkened. “We are tied to 
our Star, you see. While we are in the Vale we do not age like 
humans or dwarves. We do not grow sick or frail. The Aurelion 
protects us. But when we venture away from it...” He trailed off. 

“You can die,” I finished for him. 

He glanced at me. “We are not immortal, lyssen. We can 
always die. Near the Aurelion, our lives are extended. We grow 
weaker the longer we are away from it.” 

I could see that it made him uncomfortable to speak of it, and 
so I didn’t press. “Cedralysone sounds wonderful. I would love to 
see it one day.” 

“We do not often welcome Vadrani into the Vale.” His violet 
eyes were amused. “I do not think the Cedrani would be ready for 
one such as you.” 

I frowned at him. “What does that mean?” 

“Only that you are so unlike the other humans that I have met. 
It is not meant to offend, /yssen. But the Cedrani are very- what is 
the word I am thinking? Restrained. They would not know what 
to make of your outbursts. Or your temper.” 

I stuck my tongue out at him. 

His eyes lit with amusement. “Even so.” His head tilted. 
“Perhaps I will show you, just in case. It is rare that the stars speak 
to me of humans. There might be a need for you to know.” He 
reached behind him into one of his packs and pulled out a folded 
map. 

I scooted closer as he sat up and unfolded it. It was marked 
with symbols I had never seen, the colors of it faded with age. I 
did not see any human cities marked on it- or at least none that I 
recognized. 

He pointed to the flat expanse east of what could only be the 
Siriun Forest. “Here is Fallor.” He traced down to the mountains 
that separated the green of Valory from the brown deserts of 
Surak. “The Rhyulian Mountains.” He followed them west, and 
tapped a symbol tucked between two mountains. “And this is the 
entrance to the Vale.” 

“It looks like a door.” 

“That is because it isa door.” 

I looked up at him, incredulous. “Are you serious? All that talk 
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about not wanting humans in the Vale, but you have a giant door 
marking the entrance?” 

“We tried digging a hole, but we kept losing it during 
rockslides.” He smiled, and I realized he was joking. It was so rare 
I was unprepared for it and simply gaped at him. “The door is 
bound by magic. Any who try to pass beyond it without the words 
to break the ward are lost in the Madyrim.” 

“The what?” 

“The Madyrim. It is the labyrinth that guards the Vale. It 
causes those who seek Cedralysone without invitation to lose their 
minds.” 

“You- you created a maze that makes people go insane?” I 
stared at him, horrified. “What if someone just gets lost? Or 
wanders in looking for shelter?” 

He shook his head. “We are not savages, /yssen. We mastered 
magic while Vadrani were still living in huts and counting 
numbers on their toes. The Madyrim only affects those who seek 
to find Cedralysone, and then only as long as they remain within 
it. Those who enter unintentionally wander around for an hour 
before the labyrinth shows them on their way again.” He raised a 
brow at me. “The intent of our magic is to defend ourselves, not 
bring harm.” 

“Oh.” I flushed, feeling foolish. “So, how do I get past the 
door?” 

“Speak ‘Aurelion dyslan E,’and stay to the path.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Aurelion bless me. Now repeat it.” 

I repeated it until I could say it flawlessly, and then Vanderys 
glanced up at the sky. The sun was finally setting; dark would be 
descending when I returned to Fallor. “It is getting late. You 
should go.” 

I nodded and climbed to my feet to mount my horse. Vanderys 
watched me, his violet eyes mysterious as the shadows grew 
deeper. I raised a hand in farewell, and walked Nightking out of 
the clearing, my mind whirling with thoughts of Cedralysone. 

Just one more reason I need to find the moret ethla. And soon. 


318 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 


ALYXEN 


Entrance Hall 
Rose Manor, Western Valory 
2 Narens 578A.F. 


Our great-great-grandfather was a knight. 

I might not have believed it, had it not been for the impressive 
suit-of-armor standing on display in the front hall of the Rose 
manor. It gleamed in the lights of the flickering sconces, polished 
mirror-bright to reflect our amazed faces. A shield, emblazoned 
with a blackened rose which could only be our family crest, hung 
beneath a massive greatsword that I had no hope of lifting. A low 
table was draped with purple velvet and decorated with the 
medals of valor and heroism he had earned. 

Gavor of the Rose had indeed been a knight of Valory. And 
when he had finished, he had hung up his sword, and traded a life 
of bravery and adventure for the dull labor of farming. 

I could scarcely comprehend it. 

I glanced at Brannyn, wondering if he could make more sense 
of it than I, and saw that he was looking elsewhere. His face had 
grown thinner in the two weeks since Baedon’s death, his eyes 
dark and hollow. He had nightmares nearly every time he slept; 
even when I was at work, I could feel his panic as he clawed his 
way out of them. 

The only good thing that had come out of the entire fiasco was 
that Tanner had been named Brannyn’s new partner, signing up 
the day after the dragon’s attack. Kryssa still watched him, wary 
of anyone we had met in the Camp, but it was a relief to the rest 
of us that he had someone reliable to watch his back for once. 
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Night watch was simply too dangerous for our brother to be alone. 

Elias emerged from a doorway further down the hall, a trio of 
young children swirling around his legs. He shooed them away 
gently and walked toward us with a wide grin. “Great! You all 
made it.” 

“This-” Kryssa gestured to the front hall, the sweeping 
staircase that led to the second floor, and the stained-glass 
windows “-is a bit more than we were expecting.” 

“It used to belong to that lordling Grandfather Gavor 
deposed,” he reminded us. “You get used to it.” 

“If you say so,” Kylee muttered. She kept her hands firmly in 
her pockets, as if afraid to touch anything. 

“Right. So.” Elias rubbed his hands together. “I have to 
introduce you to the Dragon, and then we can eat, alright?” 

“The Dragon?” Lanya repeated, and Brannyn tensed beside 
me. 

“Great-Aunt Amandine, terror of the Rose clan. She’s ancient, 
but fierce. Like a dragon.” He grinned, but his eyes were worried. 
“Once she claims you as family, no one will question it.” 

Kryssa raised a brow. “Is someone questioning it now?” 

He shifted, awkwardly. “Well, you see, Malachi ran off twenty 
years ago, and his brother Mychael thinks- Well, there’s just some 
questions. Malachi didn’t write.” 

Kylee began to swear. 

“Malachi didn’t do a lot of things,” Brannyn said, his face 
tightening. I hoped he wasn’t about to set fire to our ancestral 
home. 

Elias sighed. “I’m sorry. I should have warned you, I was just 
afraid you wouldn’t come. You're family, and I know it. But when 
Malachi ran off with Adelie, it was the last anyone ever heard from 
him.” 

“Tt’s alright, Elias.” Kryssa’s voice was gentle. “We'll meet the 
Dragon.” 

He bit his lip and led us into the great room. It was crowded 
with couches and people, varying in age from infants to the 
wizened, all talking at once. The conversations trailed off as we 
entered, and every eye turned to us as we were led toward an 
elderly woman presiding over the room from an overstuffed chair. 
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Her pale skin was lined with age and the hair piled atop her 
head was silver-white, but the bones of her face seemed to be 
made of steel, sharp and fine and ageless. Her eyes were brilliantly 
green and glittered as she studied us. 

I realized with shock that she looked like Kryssa. 

My hands began to sweat, suddenly nervous. 

“So,” the woman began in a deep, resonant voice, “you are 
Malachi’s supposed children.” 

Lanya, being the most diplomatic of us, stepped forward and 
curtsied. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Madame Amandine.” 

Her lips pursed. “We do not know yet if this is a pleasure, 
child. We do not even know for certain that you are family.” Her 
eyes flicked to a man standing against the wall, his fierce scowl 
nearly hidden by a thick beard. He looked enough like our father 
for me to guess that he must be Mychael, our uncle, and I flinched 
inwardly, wondering if he possessed the same cruelty. 

I began to long for our apartment. 

“We are the children of Malachi Rose and Adelie 
Moonsdaughter,” Lanya said carefully. “We only wanted to meet 
our family-” 

The man- Mychael, I was sure of it- barked a laugh. “You mean 
you came to steal from us. It’s been twenty years since Malachi 
left. That land should belong to my son Greagor. I won't see it 
given to a bunch of thieving liars.” 

Lanya gaped. “What-” 

“That’s enough, Mychael.” Amandine shot him a look. “You 
know better than to interrupt. The land belongs to the family, as 
it always has. Would you really deny your brother his inheritance, 
or his heirs?” 

“They’re not family.” He glared, but slumped back against the 
wall, chastened. 

“Um, excuse me, Madame Amandine.” Lanya kept her voice 
polite, though our curiosity was burning. “What do you mean by 
‘inheritance’?” 

“I knew it,” Mychael muttered. 

Amandine ignored him. “Malachi was left a sizeable portion 
of land by his father, Tallus.” Her green eyes were searching us, 
looking for- what? “It’s been held in trust for him and his heirs.” 
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What the hell are we supposed to do with land? Kylee sounded 


irritated. We cant take it with us. 

Kryssa? Lanya glanced at our sister, uncertain. What do I say? 
Do any of us even want to live on a farm again? 

She looked overwhelmed. /- J don’t know, dear heart. 

Well, I'm not living there. Kylee’s chin jutted forward, 
stubborn. Jt’s just one more thing holding us to our father. I say 
you tell them to take their land and- 

Just tell her we dont want it, Brannyn interrupted wearily. 

“Forgive us, Madame, but we don’t want the inheritance.” 
Lanya said after our pause, struggling to keep her shoulders 
straight under the weight of Amandine’s gaze. “We have no use 
for land.” 

“See, I knew they weren’t truly Roses.” Mychael leaned 
forward, his eyes bright and keen. “Malachi’s children would 
never-” 

“Silence.” Amandine’s eyes were hard as emeralds as she stared 
at Lanya. “Why would you turn down your birthright if you are 
who you say you are? The land runs in our blood.” 

“We have no need of it.” She shrugged, helpless. “If Mychael 
is already tending to it, then it should belong to him.” 

The room filled with surprised murmurs. Amandine frowned. 
“It is a nice thought, child, but you cannot surrender Malachi’s 
land without his permission.” 

Kylee started to laugh; I elbowed her sharply as everyone 
looked at her. 

Lanya took a deep breath. “Our father- Malachi- is dead, 
Madame. Over a year ago.” 

The light faded from Mychael’s eyes, and his face greyed as he 
sagged against the wall. “No.” 

I glanced at Elias. He had known this for months. Why hadn’t 
he bothered to tell them? 

Amandine’s eyes softened for a moment. “I am sorry for your 
loss.” 

That makes one of us. 

Shut up, Kylee. I glared at her. Whether you Like it or not, this 
is our family. We're supposed to have family. 

This isn't family. This is a bunch of strangers. And they made 


372 


FORSAKEN 
Father. You really want to find out where he got all of his crazy 
from? 

We should have left you at home. 

Enough. Kryssa leveled both of us with a stare that nearly 
matched the one Amandine had given Mychael. 

We both gulped guiltily. Sorry, Kryssa. 

“It has been twenty years since we heard from Malachi,” 
Amandine said softly. She looked at Brannyn. “You look like him.” 

His jaw tightened. “Yes, Madame.” 

She sighed. “Unfortunately, without Malachi’s presence, it is 
impossible to verify if you are actually his children or not. We 
cannot claim you as family without some kind of proof.” 

“Proof?” Kylee stalked forward, and I jerked her back. “Why 
would we want proof that we’re related to Aim?” 

Mychael’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing. “My brother 
was a good man, and you will not-” 

She laughed, bitterly, ignoring the rest of us as we tried to 
silence her. “Your brother was a monster.” 

“How dare you?” He stepped away from the wall, his face 
furious as his hands fisted at his sides. “You come here, into this 
home, and spout lies about being family, then try to slander my 
brother?” 

Kylee yanked her arm from my grip, her eyes hot and angry. 
“You haven’t seen him in twenty damn years, and I lived with him 
my whole life. You don’t know anything about him.” Her chin 
tilted up, daring him. “And, for the record, I didn’t want anything 
to do with your fucking family.” 

“You bitch.” He raised a hand. “I ought to-” 

“NO.” 

Kryssa’s voice was booming, and I winced at the sudden pain 
of it. I heard gasps and cries from the others in the room as they 
doubled over, her voice pierced into their minds. Mychael sagged 
to his knees and whimpered, clutching his head. Brannyn was 
standing beside our sister, his hands coated in flame, his eyes filled 
with fury. 

Amandine was obviously shaken but managed not to crumple 
beneath the weight of Kryssa’s mind. “Enough.” 

Kryssa looked at her, wordless understanding passing between 
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them before she nodded. The pain vanished. I tensed, waiting for 
Kryssa to collapse from entering so many minds- but though she 
was pale, she looked fine, and faced our family with a serene 
expression. 

Mychael gasped for air. 

She looked at him. “I am sorry for that, but no one touches my 
family.” 

Brannyn slanted a look at Kylee. Not even when they might 
deserve it. 

She glared, but didn’t say anything, folding her arms over her 
chest. 

“Get... out,” Mychael managed through gritted teeth, looking 
up. “Monster.” 

Amandine raised a brow. “You did attack them first, Mychael. 
Even though they are guests in my home.” 

He muttered and climbed to his feet to stagger from the room. 

“I am sorry,” Kryssa repeated quietly when he had gone. “I 
didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

Amandine waved a hand, dismissing her apology. Her gaze 
was focused on Brannyn’s burning hands. “You did not tell us you 
were a Firemage.” 

“Tm not.” He lowered his hands, and the flames died. “I just 
have a small talent for fire.” 

“Fire runs in the blood of the Roses.” Her lips turned up at the 
corners, her green eyes amused as she held up a hand. “Did you 
not wonder why I am called the Dragon?” Orange flames bloomed 
in her palm, flickering into the form of a fiery rose. 

We gaped, astonished. 

“Gavor of the Rose was a Firemage,” she murmured quietly. 
“His gift runs in our family. Your family.” 

And, like that, we were suddenly accepted. The rest of the 
room surged around us, surrounding us in names and noise, 
everyone speaking over each other as they introduced themselves. 
Bewildered, we stared at them, speechless, unsure if we should 
stay or flee. 

I was pushed and pulled across the room, faces blurring in my 
vision. I found myself at the edge of the crowd, near Elias, who 
had leaned against a wall. He raised a brow at me, a question in his 
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eyes. 

“What?” I asked bluntly. 

He glanced across the room, to where Kryssa knelt, quietly 
talking to Amandine. “What is she?” 

I shrugged. “She’s my sister.” 

“She’s more than that.” He looked back at me. “You're all more 
than that, aren’t you?” 

Were the chosen of the Gods. 1 shook my head. “You didn’t 
tell us Gavor was a Firemage as well as a knight.” 

“Family secret. Great Mages are immediately made nobility 
upon discovery.” He rolled his eyes. “Gavor hated nobility.” 

“Hmm.” 

“Amandine is one of the few who have his gifts. When I was 
little, I always imagined she secretly slipped out at night and 
hunted down monsters. Can’t you just see her scaring them back 
into the holes they crawled out of?” 

“She is rather fierce,” I agreed. 

“She reminds me of your sister.” He grinned at my flat look 
and raised his hands in innocence. “I’m not looking like that. It’s 
just something I noticed. Kryssa makes me think of warriors and 
battles and staring into an abyss unafraid. I could never picture her 
living quietly on a farm, in any case.” 

“Why didn’t you tell us about the inheritance?” 

“T didn’t think you'd actually want it. I can’t really see any of 
you living happily on a farm.” 

“We were raised on one,” I reminded him. “We can do it.” 

“Oh, I have no doubt of that. I believe there’s very little you 
couldn't do if you all put your minds to it. I just can’t see you being 
happy about it.” 

I gazed across the room at my brothers and sisters, trying to 
imagine returning to our duties on the farm- and couldn’t. We had 
grown past it somehow in the last year, becoming more. Whatever 
our future held for us, it did not involve tilling fields or mending 
broken plows. 

Kylee met my eyes, her face desperate as a balding, middle- 
aged man crowded too close to her. Help me. Kryssa says I’m not 
allowed to be mean to anyone, but he smells like onions. 

I sighed and went to save my twin. 
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KRYSSA 


North Terrace 


I needed a breath of fresh air. I waited until no one was looking, 
then slipped out a side door into an empty hall. A pair of lace- 
curtained doors were at one end, and I walked toward them, 
hoping that they led outside. 

They opened onto a balcony overlooking a pretty lake 
surrounded by old trees, and I smiled gratefully. 

Then I spotted Mychael, standing at the rail. 

He glared at me balefully, his shoulders taut with anger. “I’ve 
got nothing to say to you.” 

I took a deep breath. I had wanted to wait until later before I 
confronted him, but since he was here... “That’s alright. You'll 
listen better if you’re not screaming at me.” 

His face darkened. “Your whore mother should have taught 
you better manners.” 

I stared at him coolly. “If she’d lived, I’m sure she would have. 
She died when I was six.” 

He flushed with shame, his eyes dropping. “I- I didn’t know. 
I’m sorry.” 

I walked toward him, leaning on the rail beside him. “There’s 
a lot of things you don’t know. Twenty years is a long time. Things 
change.” 

He swallowed. “What do you want?” 

I stared out at the lake, watching the way the sunlight 
reflected on the dark water. “You helped them. When no one else 
would bless their union, you gave them money and a wagon so 
they could elope.” 

“How did you-” He shook his head. “Right. The mind thing. 
What else did you see?” 

“That was it. I wasn’t really looking.” 

“You shouldn’t poke into other people’s heads like that. It’s 
rude.” 

“Tll keep that in mind.” 

“Ha.” 

“Why did you help them?” I persisted. 
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He sighed, the anger draining out of him as he leaned on the 
rail beside me. “No point in lying to you, is there? You can just 
pull the thoughts out of my head.” 

“Td rather hear it.” 

“Malachi was my little brother. You understand that, right? 
You're the eldest, if ’'m not mistaken.” 

“Yes. I understand.” 

“Is there anything you wouldn’t do to make sure they were 
happy? Any mountain you wouldn’t climb, any ocean you 
wouldn’t swim? They wanted to get married. They were in love. I 
thought-” He broke off, taking a deep breath. “I always thought 
they would come back.” 

“T think he would have, if he could.” I hesitated. “When- when 
my mother died, part of him did, too. I don’t think he remembered 
anything else except her.” 

Mychael shook his head. “Love is a burden, isn’t it? They write 
all these songs and stories about it, but it kills more people than a 
war.” 

“Yes,” I murmured, and thought of Vitric. My heart ached. I 
looked back out at the lake. “Love is an awful thing.” 


BRANNYN 


Main Hall 


“-And that’s when my fourth husband left me for the sea, and we 
never heard from him again. Went down in a hurricane, you 
know, right off the coast of Tante. They have dreadful weather 
down there, but the most amazing skill with these little glass 
beads-” 

“Ah, there you are, Brannyn.” I looked away from the tiny 
woman who had cornered me as Elias appeared at my side and 
took my elbow. “Aunt Eremaude, you won't mind if I borrow him 
for a bit, will you? Great-Aunt Amandine wants to talk to him.” 

“Of course not, dearie. Let the Dragon have her say.” She 
patted my cheek. “When you come back, I'll tell you all about my 
fifth husband and the shaman’s curse he brought on us.” 

“Ah- that would be wonderful, ma’am.” I hoped my face didn’t 
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reveal my true feelings. “Until later.” 

“Come on, Brannyn. Mustn’t keep the Dragon waiting.” He 
pulled me away. 

“Would it be inappropriate for me to kiss you right now?” I 
murmured out the side of my mouth. 

“The family might ask some questions, but they’ve asked them 
before. Usually right after one of the cousins gets married.” He 
grinned at me. “Didn’t enjoy your visit with Aunt Eremaude, 
then?” 

“How many husbands has she had?” 

“Truthfully? None. She’s mad as a pixie on fairy dust. She lives 
with Uncle Rumer in a nice, soft room, filled with those dozen- 
for-a-copper romances. We only let her out for parties.” 

I stared at him, wide-eyed. “What? Really?” 

“Not every Rose is pretty,” he told me with a completely 
straight face, “but we all have our charms.” 

I glanced over my shoulder at Eremaude. “If you say so.” I 
finally noticed the direction he was taking me. “I thought you said 
the Dragon wanted to talk to me?” 

“Great-Aunt Amandine may want to talk to you again- at some 
point. Honestly, you’re thick as a stump if you haven’t figured out 
this was a rescue by now.” 

I laughed, and some of the tension drained out of me. “Thank 
you.” 

“I think your eyes were starting to glaze over.” 

“A bit. Are you rescuing all of us, then? Or just me?” 

“Well, you are my guests. Though I haven’t seen Kryssa in a 
while.” 

I glanced around, frowning. Kryssa? 

I’m outside on the balcony, talking to Mychael. Well be inside 
ina bit. 

Mychael? Kryssa, is that- But she had already shut me out, her 
shields too thick for her to hear me. 

I made a face. “She’s outside.” 

“That is the strangest thing.” He was looking at me curiously. 
“Whenever I ask one of you where another is, you all get this far- 
off look in your eyes, and then tell me the answer immediately.” 
He shook his head before I could figure out what to say. “So, 
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Kryssa’s outside, you said? Then why do you look so worried?” 

“She’s with Mychael.” 

“Well, that’s dangerous, but not really fatal. Mychael has a 
temper, but he’s not cruel or violent. This is the first time in my 
whole life ve ever seen him raise a hand to strike someone. It’s 
probably to do with the grief. He and Malachi were very close 
when they were young.” He glanced at my face. “Kryssa will be 
fine.” 

My father loomed in my memory. “You're sure?” 

“Tm sure.” He put a hand on my shoulder, drawing me to a 
stop. “Look, whatever happened before, whatever Malachi did- 
It’s not our fault, understand? We're family. You just have to give 
us a chance.” 

“We're trying.” I managed a small smile. “We just haven’t had 
a whole lot of success with it so far.” 

He shook his head. “Have I ever told you about Uncle 
Benjemen, Gavor’s youngest son? He was Great-Aunt Amandine’s 
father.” 

I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think so.” 

“Uncle Benny had the worst luck of anyone you’ve ever met. 
When he was ten, his arm got broken when a lamp fell on him. 
When he was sixteen, he got run over by an unhitched wagon. 
Damn thing rolled down a hill because a rabbit pushed it, if you 
can believe it. When he was twenty, he accidentally blew up half 
a barn trying to distill his own whiskey.” 

I chuckled. “He certainly sounds unlucky.” 

“He was.” Elias grinned. “His whole life was like that, accident 
following disaster. If he stepped in a puddle, you could be certain 
he would sink up to his neck. And I asked him one time why he 
thought all these bad things happened to him.” 

“What did he say?” 

“He looked right at me and shrugged. ‘Does it matter, Elias? 
Bad stuff will always happen. It’s how we deal with it that 
counts.” 

“I get your point.” I shook my head. “So, what happened to 
him?” 

“Oh, he died in the outhouse during our Midsummer fete. 
Chax helped us find him, or he might have been out there till the 
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next morning.” 

“Chax?” 

“His pet chicken. Thought it was a dog. Used to follow him 
everywhere, trying to bark. Strangest thing you’ve ever seen.” 

I laughed. “You’re making that up.” 

“It’s the truth. I swear on Yrisa, may Sirius strike me down.” 
He slanted a look at me as my laughter died off. “I know you 
haven't had the easiest life,” he murmured. “But we are family. 
We'll do what we can to help.” 

“Thanks, Elias.” I smiled at him warmly. “I’m glad we met 
you.” 

“Me, too.” He glanced up. “Ah, Felice. It’s good to see you. 
Have you met Brannyn?” 

The young, blonde woman smiled prettily, her blue eyes warm 
and friendly. “I don’t believe so. It’s a pleasure to meet you, 
Brannyn. Tanner speaks highly of you.” 

“He probably exaggerates.” 

She laughed, a charming, musical sound, and leaned forward 
to kiss my cheek. “Welcome to the family.” 

Elias squinted across the room. “Kryssa’s returned.” His 
expression turned pained. “And Uncle Farius is making a dash for 
her. We should probably save her before he tries to convert her to 
heathenism.” 

“Farius?” I frowned as I stared across the room at the tall, dark- 
haired man walking toward my sister. I didn’t recognize his face. 
“Why do I know that name?” 

“He’s Fallor’s atheist,” Felice explained, a smile on her lips. “He 
screams at the Temple on Starsdays, tries to convince people 
heaven isn’t real. Embarrasses us horribly.” 

Elias grinned. “So naturally we invite him to all the parties. 
Gives everyone something to talk about later.” 

I glanced between the two of them. “T really can’t tell if you’re 
joking or not.” 

“I never joke about the family. Mostly because I don’t need 
to.” He jerked his head. “Come on, let’s go save your sister.” 

I shook my head, laughing, and followed. 
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BRANNYN 


The Lake 
Rose Manor, Western Valory 
16 Narens 578A.F. 


They renamed the tavern The Laughing Dragon. 

Personally, I thought the name in bad taste, but the 
townspeople insisted, erecting the sign outside of the hastily 
rebuilt building, a yellow, smiling dragon winding its tail through 
the letters. The dragon I had seen had been neither yellow nor 
smiling, but I kept my mouth shut, grateful at least that the people 
of Fallor were in better spirits with the tavern open again. 

I had joined Kryssa in her search for the creatures when I had 
spare time, hoping to ease the memory of Baedon’s glassy, staring 
eyes that haunted my sleep. We poured through hundreds of 
books in Fallor’s library, many of them written in strange, foreign 
scripts, and grew steadily more frustrated when we still had no 
answers. 

We traded off Starsdays between our two families, spending 
one weekend with our prickly Grandfather Moon, and the next at 
Rose Manor. The second time we visited our father’s family, 
Great-Aunt Amandine threw usa picnic, held on the shores of the 
manor’s lake. The day was perfect, warm and bright beneath an 
azure sky, the lake glittering like a diamond as the youngest 
children splashed and played in its shallows. The Dragon herself 
presided over us from a high-backed chair, managing to look 
serene and regal despite the drooling infant on her knee. 

I lay on my back on a blanket, staring up at the clouds, the 
sound of conversation swirling around me as I relaxed. Elias sat 
with us, his eyes bright and amused as he twirled a blade of grass 
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between his fingers. 

“Great-Aunt Amandine wants to commission me a dress,” I 
heard Kryssa say, her voice torn between amusement and dismay. 
“She says breeches aren’t becoming of a Rose woman.” 

Elias leaned back on his elbows. “Don’t hit me,” he began, 
glancing at Kylee, “but why do you wear breeches? I mean, they’re 
obviously practical, but...” 

“Does there need to be another reason?” Kylee asked before 
biting into a turkey leg. 

“Breeches are easier to mend,” Kryssa answered more gently. 
“They also require less fabric to make.” 

“And they’re easier to fight in,” Kylee added. 

“But doesn’t it bother you? What people think?” 

Kylee’s eyes narrowed. “And what do people think?” 

Elias shrugged, obviously uncomfortable. “Well, you know. 
People talk.” 

“About?” 

“What Elias is trying to say is that people think you want to 
be men,” I said bluntly, sitting up. “That’s the rumor anyway.” 

My sisters looked at each other and began to laugh. 

“I don’t want to be a man!” Kylee gestured to her clothing. 
“This is comfortable. How am I supposed to ride a horse in a 
dress?” 

Our cousin flushed. “TI didn’t mean-” 

“It’s alright, Elias.” Kryssa’s eyes sparkled with amusement. 
“We gave up caring what people thought a long time ago.” 

He still seemed embarrassed. “I really didn’t mean-” 

“BRANNYN!” 

I looked over my shoulder. Tanner was running toward us at 
full speed, his eyes wide and frantic. I stood, frowning. “Tanner? 
What are you doing here?” 

He drew to a halt in front of me, gasping for air. Despite the 
sweat that poured from his skin, his face was pale and terrified, 
and his eyes were glassy with shock. He trembled, stuttering, 
unable to speak. 

Kryssa shoved a glass of water into his hand and poured the 
rest of the pitcher over his head. 

He gasped. 
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I took him by the shoulders, gave him a brief shake. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“It’s Felice,” he managed at last. “She’s missing.” 

I thought of my pretty cousin with her friendly blue eyes. “Are 
you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

Great-Aunt Amandine had joined us without our notice. 
“You're the boy who is in love with Felice? The one courting her?” 

Tanner nodded, his hands trembling. “Yes, ma’am.” 

Her gaze was steely. “Tell us what happened.” 

“She was supposed to meet me two nights ago, but she didn’t. 
I thought she was at home. I went to see her today, but her father 
thought she was with cousins. They thought she was with me.” 
His voice dropped to a whimper. “She’s gone.” 

Great-Aunt Amandine turned, pointing to one of the other 
blankets where our teenaged cousins had gathered. “Breccan, I 
need you to fetch Rett and Mychael immediately. Irvin, I need 
Tamsen here, as soon as possible. Greagor, find Jaryd and Rylen. 
We need to organize a search party, and I need every Rose in the 
Manor by sundown.” She glared when they gaped at her. “Go!” 

They scrambled, taking off at a run for the stables. 

“Please, Brannyn.” Tanner clutched at my tunic, his eyes wild 
and frightened. “Tell me she’s alright.” 

I swallowed, wishing I could lie to him. Baedon’s glassy eyes 
stared through me, mocking. “I don’t know.” 


REYCE 


The Salon 
Rose Manor, Western Valory 


The search party was organized with ruthless efficiency. The 
Dragon questioned everyone about Felice’s location; when no 
answers were forthcoming, she assigned everyone to a quadrant, 
sending them back out into the night to search for our cousin. 

I remained at the impromptu headquarters in the manor’s 
salon, marking off the searched areas on the map our uncle 
Mychael provided. I leaned over it, pretending to be absorbed as I 
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eavesdropped on the quiet conversation behind me. 

“I'm worried, Mychael.” Great-Aunt Amandine’s confident 
mask slipped for a moment, revealing the fear beneath. “Felice is 
a good, sensible girl. She wouldn’t hide like this on purpose. She 
would have left a note if she was going to run off.” 

“T know,” Mychael murmured. He shot a look across the room, 
to where Brannyn sat with Tanner, trying to keep him calm as 
Lanya offered him tea. “I’m still not convinced it doesn’t have 
something to do with him.” 

“Tanner is a good lad, and he loves Felice. Whatever your 
personal feelings about him, he would never have hurt her. And 
she would never have left without telling him.” 

“What if she tried? What if she tried to leave, and told him, 
and he-” 

“Don’t finish that thought, Mychael. It’s not him. I saw his face 
when he told us she was missing. That boy is terrified. You can’t 
pretend that kind of love, or fear.” 

“If you say so.” 

“Did you notice someone else was missing tonight?” 

“Who? Farius?” He snorted. “He never shows up for these 
things, Aunt Amandine.” 

“He always said that Felice was his favorite niece. Now she’s 
missing, and he can’t be bothered to take part in the search for 
her? Don’t you find that odd?” 

He shrugged. “I would, if Farius had anything resembling 
human emotion. He’s just a bag of wind. We don’t need him.” 

“Maybe.” But she didn’t look convinced, and when I glanced 
up, I could see the fear in her eyes before the mask came down 
again. 

Amandine doesn’t think we're going to find her, | told the 
others. She thinks something's happened, and Farius is involved. I 
peered down at the map. Kryssa, you re searching his house, right? 

Yes, but he’s not here, either. 

Have you found anything? 

Maybe. There was a pause, and I sensed she was crawling 
through something. She cursed. Youre not going to like this. 

What? 


She sent us an image, waxen dolls, carved in familiar, 
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grotesque images. Farius wasn’t an atheist. He was worshipping 
the Elder Gods. 

Kylee began to swear. 

Then why is Felice missing? Alyxen asked, confused. What 
would Farius want with her? 

Best guess? Kryssa sounded disgusted, and afraid. The same 
thing the Crone wanted with you and Kylee. 

So- what? Brannyn looked at Tanner, his thoughts full of 
dread. We think Felice was a sacrifice, so Farius could become 
immortal? 

Maybe. 

Should we tell Tanner? Lanya asked hesitantly. 

No. Brannyn’s voice was firm. He’s been through enough. 
Until we find proof, we'll just label them both as missing. 

But- 

Just finish the search. 

Kryssa’s thought were gentle. Wel/ take Tanner home with 
us. He shouldn't be alone right now. I caught another glimpse of 
the shrine Farius had made and felt Kryssa fight her nausea. /’m 
going to destroy this. 

How? 

She smiled grimly. Brannyn’s not the only one who can set 
fires. 
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ALYXEN 


Staell’s Toys 
Fallor, Western Valory 
3 Emberes 578A.F. 


My brush rustled as I dipped it in the paint. I was nearly finished 
with my miniature castle, carved all of one piece, and planned to 
start on the furniture for it the next day. The pieces would be kept 
in the drawer cleverly concealed beneath the painted moat- a 
dream gift for the young daughter of the merchant who had 
commissioned it. 

The workshop was quiet and empty. Staell, my employer, had 
left for the day, heading home to spend time with his pregnant 
wife. I didn’t mind; in fact, I preferred it. There was still no sign 
of Felice, or Uncle Farius, and so Tanner was still staying with us. 
For three weeks now he had been sleeping on a pallet in our room, 
and the apartment was crowded and clustered and chaotic on the 
best of days. 

My time in the workshop was my only time alone. 

I carefully painted the tiles of what would be the throne room 
floor, trying not to think of my cousin and the awful fate which 
might have befallen her, or the haunted, desperate look in in 
Tanner’s eyes. 

The workshop door creaked as it opened, pulling me from my 
thoughts. I lifted my head, frowning, expecting to see the mashed, 
misshapen face of Staell, and blinked in surprise to find a woman 
carefully closing the door behind her. She was tall, I noted 
immediately, with raven-dark hair that cascaded down her back. 
Her skin was flawlessly pale, and her body voluptuous beneath a 
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low-cut black velvet gown. 

I would have called her beautiful, except that when she turned 
to look at me, her face was twisted with a derisive sneer, marring 
it. Her eyes were golden and burning with hate. 

I swallowed, my blood turning to ice. “Can- can I help you, 
madam?” 

She didn’t answer at first, walking slowly toward me as she 
glanced around at the shelves of brightly colored toys and neatly 
stacked games. She trailed long, slender fingers over the painted 
face of a cloth doll, and I saw that her nails were tipped in black- 
gold paint. “Such clever things,” she crooned, drawing closer to 
peer at my castle. Her fingers lifted the hidden drawer, and she 
smiled, though there was no warmth in it. “Aren’t you a clever 
boy?” 

I sat, frozen and speechless as her eyes flicked up at me. She 
ran a finger down my cheek, and I shrank from it. Her eyes 
darkened at my reaction, streaks of red appearing in her irises, 
though her voice remained gentle. “Tell me, clever boy, where is 
the Voidmaker?” 

“Voidmaker?” I repeated, trying to breathe around the words 
choking me. “I- I don’t know what that is.” 

Her hand slid around my neck, and I was suddenly lifted, 
slammed into the wall behind my desk. My ribs ached with sharp 
pain, my feet dangling several inches above the floor despite my 
height. I gasped, scrabbling at her hand. 

She smiled at me, vicious and mocking. “You shouldn’t lie to 
me, you know.” 

“I- Pm not lying,” I managed, clutching her wrist. 

“Of course you are. Your kind always does- at first.” 

“My kind?” 

“Mortals. Such fragile things,” she murmured, staring at me as 
if I were a particularly interesting insect. “You all think you 
matter, that your life has meaning, but you're like weeds, growing 
without rhyme or reason. You choke out all that is beautiful in the 
world, and then you blame others for it. You destroy without 
purpose, without thought.” Her hand tightened, and I struggled 
for air, prying at fingers that might as well have been made of 
stone. “Why would you matter? Why would you be important?” 
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I stared into her red-streaked eyes, terrified. 

“Tl ask you again. Where is the Voidmaker?” 

Her hand loosened, and I gulped in air. “I-” I coughed, my 
throat raw. “I don’t know.” 

Her eyes flashed, the red streaks burning. “Tell me!” 

“Let him go, Shirae.” 

The raven-haired woman dropped me, and I fell to my knees, 
coughing and clutching my throat as she turned toward the door. 
A second woman had entered the shop unnoticed. I blinked, the 
tears in my eyes confusing me, so that for a moment I thought the 
woman was Kryssa. But no- her red hair was a lighter color, bound 
with gold chains, and her skin was covered in a smattering of 
golden freckles. Her eyes were blue, not green, and filled with 
irritation as she scowled at the woman she had called Shirae. 

“Ah, there you are, my dear.” The raven-haired woman 
smiled, but the look in her eye was murderous. “I was wondering 
when you would drop by to save your pet.” 

“You know the rules. It isn’t time yet.” 

“I was just testing,” she protested innocently. “I wanted to 
make certain you weren’t cheating.” 

The redhead’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t need to cheat.” 

“Don’t you?” Shirae purred a laugh. “I know I would.” 

“Tm not you.” 

“No, you’re not. More’s the pity.” She walked forward, her 
voice dropping so that I had to strain to hear. “Come, dear, you 
can tell me. Don’t you want to give your Destiny a tiny push?” 

“No.” Her voice was flat. “I just play my part. When the time 
comes, he’ll make his choice, just as it’s foretold.” 

“You would risk everything on these-” her lip curled as she 
glanced back at me “accidents?” 

“Yes.” She pointed. “Now leave.” 

The dark-haired woman gave her a vicious glare but started 
toward the door. 

“Oh, and Shirae?” 

She glanced back. 

“Give my love to Father, won't you? I hear you still stop by to 
see him. I would hate for him to think I’ve forgotten him.” 

The look Shirae gave her could have boiled ice-water, but the 
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redheaded woman merely smiled, and Shirae muttered something 
dark beneath her breath before slamming out of the shop. 

The redhead approached me, offering me a hand to help me to 
my feet. I took it, my legs strangely weak, my breath burning past 
the bruises in my throat. She offered me a glass of water, and I 
gulped it, unwilling to ask where it had come from. 

I wiped my face on my sleeve. “Who are you? Who was she? 
What’s the Voidmaker? Why am I supposed to make a choice? 
Why-” 

She laughed, a sound like the chiming of a glass bell, cutting 
off my questions. “Come, now. You know I can’t answer all of 
that.” 

“Why not?” I demanded. 

“Because that is not the way things are done.” 

“Rules?” 

“Rules,” she agreed, and shrugged at my incredulous look. “I 
don’t make them, but I do abide by them.” She sighed. “I need to 
go. You shouldn't tell the others about this. They aren’t ready.” 

“Ready? Ready for what?” 

She patted my cheek. “I will see you another time.” She turned 
away. 

“Wait!” I reached out, though I didn’t actually touch her. “Just 
answer one question.” 

She glanced over her shoulder, brow raised. 

“What choice am I supposed to make?” 

She smiled. “What question must we all answer?” 

“T don’t understand.” 

“No. You're not ready to.” She walked to the door, opened it, 
and then hesitated. Her eyes, when she looked back at me, were 
clouded with something I couldn’t name, though it looked like 
fear. “Be careful, dear one. And look out for- look out for the 
others, alright? When you live too long in the darkness, it can 
become difficult to find the light.” 

“What-” 

She stepped out the door. “Goodbye, Alyxen.” 

“Wait!” I chased after her. “How do you know my name?” 
But the street was empty. She was gone. 


339 


RKS HOBBS 


Rose Apartment 
6 Emberes 578A.F. 


“Elias, have you ever heard of the Voidmaker?” 

He blinked at me, frowning, his fork paused halfway to his 
mouth. His eyes looked bruised, exhaustion and worry carving 
deep lines into his face. “No, I don’t think I have. Why? What is 
it?” 

“I don’t know.” I stared at my plate. I had decided not to 
mention the women in my workshop, though I didn’t fully 
understand why. But the name Voidmaker had rung in my head 
like a bell for days, and I was desperate to know what it was. “I 
just heard it somewhere and was curious, that’s all.” 

The conversation around the table trickled to a halt, and I 
glanced up, intensely aware of the empty chairs on either side of 
me. Tanner and Brannyn had been called in for watch, and so 
weren't able to join us for our Starsday dinner. Though it meant I 
had more elbow room, it also meant I couldn’t hide behind them 
when every eye turned toward me. 

“What was the name again?” Eloise asked, her brows drawing 
together thoughtfully. Kryssa had finally convinced her to do 
something with her hair, so that it was no longer in her eyes but 
framed her face, and she was surprisingly pretty beneath it. 

“Voidmaker,” I repeated, flushing. I did not have a problem 
being the center of attention, but the secret of the strange women 
in my shop burned on my tongue, and I worried if they stared at 
me too long, I would blurt it out onto my plate. 

“Voidmaker?” Eloise’s eyes widened. “Savranagaud?” 

“What?” 

“Savranagaud. The closest translation would actually be 
‘Godbreaker’, or “Voidrender’.” 

“But what is it?” I persisted. 

“It’s a very old myth.” 

I scowled at her, waiting. 

She caught my look and blushed. “Oh, sorry. Um, right.” She 
cleared her throat. “Voidmaker, or Savranagaud, is supposedly a 
blade created by the first Darkmage, a thousand years ago. You 
see, the other Elementi- Firemages, Watermages, and so on- didn’t 
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come into existence until the War of the Gods five hundred years 
ago, but Darkmages have been around much, much longer.” 

“I thought Darkmages weren't real?” Reyce piped up, before 
shoving a biscuit in his mouth. 

“It depends on which source you go through.” Eloise shrugged. 
“A lot of them argue that Dark isn’t an element, that it’s the 
absence of Light rather than its opposite. Others say that Dark is 
the balancing element, but it is easier for its Mages to become 
corrupted.” 

“So Darkmages are evil?” 

“No, but many people think they are. That’s why Dark is called 
the Unspoken Element.” 

“Ts it just because of the name?” Kryssa wondered, raising her 
brow. “Because people hear ‘dark’ and think evil?” 

“Probably. P’ve never been able to fully understand it. The 
books are a little vague.” She looked at me, cleared her throat. 
“Anyway, the first Darkmage created Savranagaud and offered it 
to Naitre, the Goddess of Love, as a weapon against the Elder Gods. 
It was so powerful even Naitre was afraid of it and made the 
Darkmage hide it. It’s been missing for a thousand years.” 

“Everything sounds more impressive when you add a 
thousand years,” Kylee muttered. 

“But what does Voidmaker do?”! insisted, my brows drawing 
together. 

“I don’t know. No one does.” She smiled faintly. “Not for a 
thousand years.” 

“Oh.” Damn. 

“You alright, dear heart?” Kryssa was watching me, one brow 
raised. “You seem... disappointed.” 

“T thought there would be a better story behind it,” I admitted. 
“Something with a name like Voidmaker is supposed to have a 
good story.” 

“You want to hear a good story?” Elias sat back in his chair 
with a grin. “Have I ever told you about the time my brother 
accidentally adopted a vicious, man-eating bunny?” 


341 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 


BRANNYN 


Garyl Moon’s House 
Fallor, Western Valory 
13 Emberes 578A.F. 


I received a summons from Chanach. The messenger who 
delivered it said it was urgent, and so I left the others at our 
Grandfather's, enjoying our somewhat awkward family visit, and 
made my way to the guardhouse. The afternoon was pleasant and 
warm, though I spotted storm clouds to the east, and knew we 
would have rain by midnight. 

Tanner and Elias were both inside when I arrived, waiting for 
me. Chanach looked up from a report on his desk as we 
approached, frowning. “We’ve been waiting. What kept you?” 

“Sir?” I asked, confused. 

He shook his head, ignoring my question. “Old man Herrill 
hasn’t been seen for the last few days. His neighbor reported him 
missing this morning. The three of you are going to investigate.” 

I opened my mouth, then caught myself. “Yes, sir.” 

“I know it’s your day off, Rose, and I’m sorry for it. But we’re 
stretched thin as it is. You three are the only ones I can afford to 
send.” 

Elias shifted, glancing at me. “Sir, do you think this might have 
something to do with Baedon’s murder?” 

“Or Felice’s disappearance?” Tanner added, his eyes lighting 
with painful hope. 

Chanach’s face tightened at his nephew’s name. “I’m making 
no assumptions,” he said carefully. “Herrill lives alone on his farm, 
no wife, no children. He could have fallen ill or gotten hurt. It is 
your duty to see that he is alright.” 
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We all straightened. “Yes, sir.” 

He waved a hand, dismissing us, and we headed outside to the 
guardhouse stables. Three horses had already been saddled for us, 
and we mounted, heading out of town before turning northwest 
onto a dirt track. Elias led the way, Tanner and I following close 
behind as the fields of corn rose up around us and spread out 
toward the horizon like a brown-green sea. 

The farmhouse finally loomed up out of the fields, backed by 
a wood of tall, whitish trees. The house was broken and derelict, 
its roof caving in from its own weight. Paint peeled from the 
warped walls; the windows were broken and dark, like the mouths 
of hungry, neglected beasts. Ivy had claimed one side of the 
building, and weeds choked through the rotten steps leading to 
the front door. 

I made a face at it. “Are you sure someone lives here?” 

Elias shrugged, dismounting in front of the house and tying 
his mount to a broken fence. “Herrill’s a good farmer, but a lousy 
carpenter. Come on.” 

Tanner and I exchanged glances, but dismounted, tying our 
horses beside Elias’. We drew our swords as we approached the 
house, nerves jittering beneath our caution. The gravel path 
crunched beneath our feet with the sound of brittle bones, and the 
hair on the back of my neck stood on end. 

The front door was ajar, gaping into darkness. We stared into 
it, frozen in fear, until the cry of a distant bird made us jump. 

“Alright, Pll go first,” Tanner said, swallowing hard. “If I need 
you, I'll give the signal.” 

Elias frowned. “What signal?” 

Tanner glanced at him with a ghost of his familiar grin, his 
eyes looking more alive than they had in weeks. “I'll mimic the 
scream of a terrified little girl.” 

Elias smirked. “Are you sure it’s just for a signal?” 

“Of course it is. P11 have you know that in normal situations, I 
have a perfectly manly wail.” 

I rolled my eyes at him. “Maybe I should just go inside.” 

“No, [ve got it.” He took a deep breath and raised his sword. 
“Here goes.” He pushed inside, and the darkness swallowed him. 

I could hear him fumbling through the rooms, his footsteps 
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echoing as he searched for windows, ripping down their curtains. 
Brilliant bolts of light shot through the shadows, illuminating odd 
corners and faded furniture. 

“Bedrooms are clear,” Tanner called from somewhere in the 
house. “So’s the great room. Checking the kitche- oh, my Gods!” 

Elias and I rushed in, pushing through the choking dust and 
cobwebs until we reached the kitchen, where Tanner stood frozen 
in the doorway. 

“What is it?” Elias demanded. “What’s wrong?” 

Tanner pointed, his face pale. I looked, and my stomach sank. 

The back door had been ripped from its hinges. Blood smeared 
the walls, flies buzzing over the blackish-brown stains. They 
would have looked like handprints, except that the fingers ended 
in claws. 

“Wh- what do you think, Elias?” Tanner gulped. “Think 
anyone can lose this much blood and survive?” 

“No.” Elias touched a smear. “It’s dry. This happened days 
ago.” He swore. “Bastards.” 

“So... what? Where’s the body?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“This doesn’t make any sense. Why would they kill Baedon 
and leave him, then kill Herrill and take him?” And where is 
Felice? His unspoken question filled the silence, smothering us. 

I stared at the blood, frowning as I saw a pattern. “It looks 
almost as if-” I stuck my head out the back door, saw a neat stack 
of split firewood, and a heavy indentation in the grass. 

“What is it, Brannyn?” Elias had stepped up beside me. 

I pointed, following the path of crushed grass with my finger 
into the woods. “They dragged him in there.” 

He glanced over his shoulder at Tanner. “Brannyn found a 
trail. Let’s go.” 

We set off into the woods. The trees were sickly-white, and 
the black rings on their trunks looked like eyes staring at me. I 
shuddered. “What kind of trees are these?” 

“Aspen,” Elias answered, his eyes on the ground. “They like 
the cold. Grow like weeds around here.” 

“Ah.” 

The woods grew dark and silent as we continued forward. 
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Dread tied my stomach in knots, and I cursed myself for finding 
this trail, certain something awful was waiting for me at the other 
end. 

“Elias,” Tanner whispered, his eyes wide and frightened, 
“what exactly are we hoping to find?” 

Elias jerked to a stop between two trees, his face turning grey 
as he pointed into a shallow hole. “That.” 

I looked, and immediately wished I had not. 

The old man had a look of terror frozen on his face, his eyes 
glassy and dead as he stared at the heavens. His chest had been 
torn to shreds, his spine exposed through the hole in his stomach. 
Bite marks covered his neck and arms. 

I swallowed. “They’ve been feeding off of him.” 

Tanner retched beside me. 

Elias’ face was pale, but he didn’t look away. “This wasn’t 
human.” 

Tanner wiped his mouth. “You think an animal could do this?” 

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m thinking monster.” 

“What kind?” asked, my stomach clenching as I remembered 
glowing white eyes. 

“T don’t know. I haven’t heard of anything like this.” 

A twig snapped, off to our left, and we spun, swords raised. 

“What was that?” Tanner whispered. 

We froze, listening, our ears straining against the silence. 

“I think we should get out of here,” I breathed, my heart 
hammering in my throat. 

Elias nodded, starting to back away from Herrill’s grave. 

A woman’s voice slid through the quiet, haunting and lovely 
as it sang, freezing us in our tracks. “Little glass girl will dance and 
play, sparkling in the light of day. She is perfect in every way, little 
glass girl put on display.” 

Tanner and Elias exchanged glances, their eyes going bright 
and hopeful. “Felice!” they exclaimed in unison and darted into 
the trees at a run. I followed them more slowly, my nerves 
humming with unease. 

‘Little glass girl, eyes full of stars; instead of a heart, you have 
scars. So much beauty, so much pain. No one even knows your 
name. 
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“Felice!” Tanner shouted. “Felice, where are you?” 

‘Little glass girl, without a friend, lonely always till the end. 
Poor little glass girl, always on display. All her tears shatter at the 
end of day.” 

“Felice!” Elias’ voice was frantic, somewhere ahead of me, lost 
among the aspens. “Felice!” 

‘Little glass girl, finally found a way, how to get even with 
those who put her on display.” 

The air turned cold, the sunlight dimming through the trees. 
I could no longer hear Tanner or Elias, the woods silent save for 
the chilling song. My nose filled with the scent of rotting flesh, 
and my stomach churned. 

‘Little glass girl, laughing in the dark, now has come the time 
and place to shatter all your hearts.” 

The voice fell silent at last. I swallowed, peering around 
through the empty woods, afraid to call out for Tanner or Elias. I 
cautiously followed their tracks, careful to make little sound as the 
smell of decay intensified. 

I found them. They stood, frozen like statues at the base of a 
tree, their eyes wide and vacant. I poked them, then shook them, 
but they remained unmoving and unblinking. 

“You won't wake them.” 

I spun, found Felice behind me. She looked nearly the same as 
she had the day I had met her in the Manor, save for the ragged 
appearance of her dress. Her blonde hair was brushed and neatly 
pinned, her skin flawless and lovely. Her eyes were the same, clear 
blue, filled with amusement. 

And she reeked of death. 

“What’s happened to them?” I managed, taking shallow 
breaths. “What have you done?” 

“Done? Why, I’ve done nothing.” She smiled, revealing far too 
many teeth. “Yet.” 

I swallowed. “Where have you been? The whole family has 
been worried about you.” 

“Ah, yes. The family. Don’t worry, little cousin. They won't 
miss me long.” She glanced behind me. “Isn’t that right, Elias?” 

He groaned but made no other sound. 

I shook my head. “What’s going on, Felice? Why are you doing 
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this?” 

She shrugged. “Because they needed to be taught a lesson.” 

“Who?” 

“Everyone.” She waved a hand, gesturing. “They knew. Knew 
for years. They laughed about it, thought it was funny. Thought 
what Ae did to me was funny. They put me in pretty dresses and 
took us to the same parties, and they laughed.” Her smile turned 
sharp at the edges. “But they won’t laugh anymore.” 

“He?” I repeated, trying to keep her talking, trying to 
understand what was going on. “Who is ‘he’?” 

“Farius,” she snapped, looking annoyed. “Aren’t you paying 
attention? They left me to him, and he- he-” Her voice hitched, 
and she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anymore. I learned a 
way to stop him. Found it myself. Built them a shrine in his own 
cellar. They told me what to do. Now I’m stronger than he ever 
was.” Her eyes glimmered strangely as she laughed. “You should 
have seen his face when I carved out his heart to eat it.” 

Every instinct was telling me to run, to flee from her madness 
and the smell of death- but Tanner and Elias were still frozen 
behind me, and I couldn’t leave them with her- not if she was 
going to eat them. “The Elder Gods. You were the one 
worshipping them, not Farius.” 

“Worked that all out by yourself, did you?” She clapped, 
mocking me. “Well done, little cousin. And here the family said 
you weren't clever.” 

“So... Herrill?” 

She shrugged. “He and Farius used to trade me sometimes. 
Seemed fitting for my second meal.” 

I shook the image from my head. “Why Tanner, though? I 
thought you loved him.” 

“He was sweet, but he was just using me. Once he’d gotten 
what he wanted from me, he would have left me like all the rest.” 

“You're wrong. He does love you. He wants to marry you.” 

Her lip trembled, and she bowed her head. “No,” she 
whispered. “You’re wrong. No one can love me.” 

“Felice-” 

“NO!” Her head jerked up, her eyes white and glowing. 

I stumbled back in horror, flames bursting from my fingertips. 
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She laughed. “Ah, the famous Rose fire magic. Am I supposed 


to be afraid? It’s all but dead in our blood. I bet you scarcely have 
enough magic to light a candle, much less-” 

I didn’t let her finish, summoning my fire and sending it out 
of me in a great wave. It exploded into the trees, hurling her 
screaming back into the woods. The underbrush caught fire 
instantly; within moments the trees around us were all aflame. 

Tanner and Elias shook themselves, coming out of their 
stupor. Tanner grabbed my arm, his face pale and broken. “What 
is she?” 

I was staring at the growing inferno. “Don’t know, don’t care.” 

“Do- do you think-” 

“I think we need to run.” 

He swallowed, glancing at the blaze, and took off, Elias and I 
closely on his heels. 

The fire chased us, smoke snaking out to choke the breath 
from the others. Tanner coughed, stumbling, and stepped in a hole 
with a cry. Elias grabbed him, swinging his arm around his 
shoulder, and they hobbled forward. I could feel the flames 
pressing in on us, and I turned, lifting a hand to push it back. 

“Run!” I shouted, fighting the inferno that wanted to consume 
us. Sweat popped out on my forehead that had nothing to do with 
the heat. The wildfire was too strong; I grudgingly lost ground, my 
body trembling as I held it back with sheer will. The world greyed 
around me. 

“Brannyn!” Tanner’s voice was tinny with distance and the 
roaring in my head. “Brannyn, we’re free! Get out of there!” 

I sighed and released the flames. My knees buckled beneath 
the sheer shock of it. It was ravening, out of control, burning too 
hot. Trees exploded when the flames reached them, and a shard of 
wood scored my face, slicing through my eyebrow. I cried out, 
turning, swiping at the blood that poured into my eye as I fled the 
fire that I had created. 

I burst at last into the open by the farmhouse, collapsing into 
the thick grass. My clothes were smoking, and my ears rang. I 
shook my head, trying to see past the blinding spots in my eyes 
left by the flames. 

Tanner offered me a hand. “You alright?” 
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“Um.” I took his hand, standing on shaking legs. “I think so.” 

“Good.” He turned, grabbing Elias by his tunic, and slammed 
him into the side of the farmhouse. “Did you know?” 

“Tanner!” I took a step forward. “What do you think you're 
doing?” 

He ignored me. “Did you know?”he demanded again. “About 
Farius? About Felice?” 

“No, of course not.” Elias stared at him, wide-eyed with shock. 
“T had no idea. No one did. If we'd known we'd have killed him 
ourselves.” Then he gave Tanner a disgusted look. “You thought I 
actually knew? What do you take me for?” 

“T had to be sure.” He let go of Elias. “Sorry.” 

“It’s alright. I get it. I just- I never thought-” My cousin took a 
deep breath, looking at the flames, and shuddered. “Come on, let’s 
get out of here.” 


LANYA 


Garyl Moon’s House 


“Would you like one lump of sugar, or two?” 

I glanced up at my grandfather and smiled. “Two, please.” 

“Pardon me for saying so, my girl, but you seem a little 
distracted today. Is everything alright? ’'m not keeping you from 
anything, am I?” 

“No, of course not,” I reassured him, pushing my worries about 
Brannyn from my mind. “Everything’s fine.” 

“Is it?” He raised a brow as he handed me a cup. The others 
had already returned to our apartment, so we were alone in his 
kitchen. He carried his own cup to the table and sat across from 
me. “I’ve heard rumors there might be a killer in Fallor. People 
have been going missing.” 

“I wouldn’t know.” Nervous, I sipped my tea too quickly and 
scalded my tongue. “I don’t listen to rumors.” 

“Yow’re a terrible liar.” He smiled, but it didn’t quite erase the 
worry in his eyes. “Just be careful, alright? All of you. I don’t have 
so much family left I can afford to lose more.” 

“We'll be careful,” I promised. 
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“Right. Well.” He leaned back, pushing a pile of papers toward 


me. 

“What’s this?” 

“I went through some of my old things this week. Found 
these.” He sipped his tea. “Thought you might like them.” 

“They’re letters,” I murmured, frowning at the delicate 
feminine scrawl. I lifted one, looking for a signature. My eyes 
widened. “From my mother.” 

“You said you wanted to know more about Adelie, and- well.” 
He shrugged. “I can’t read them anymore. It hurts too much.” 

“I- I don’t know what to say.” My eyes brimmed with tears as 
I looked up at him. “Thank you.” 

He looked away. “I- Let me get you some more tea.” He took 
our full cups back to the counter, needing time to compose 
himself. 

I glanced back down at the letter. It was dated 1/6 Alune 
559A.F.- three months before Kryssa had been born. 

Dear Papa, 

I wish you would write back. Mama says she’s worried about 
you. Youre not eating. You should eat. It'll help you grow big and 
strong. 

Malachi and I have settled into our new home- a Little village 
north of the lumber yards. We're staying with a woman named 
Janis. She’s a lovely woman, reminds me of Mama. 

I wish you would give Malachi a chance, Papa. He loves me, 
so much. If you could only understand how happy I am- 

I love you. Give Mama my love. 

Adelie 

I looked up. 

“I didn’t write back,” Grandfather murmured, leaning on the 
counter away from me. “Not once. Maybe, if I'd written to her, 
she would have come home.” 

“No.” I couldn’t take all his pain, but this I could heal. “She 
wouldn’t leave. Even Father couldn’t make her.” 

He turned to stare at me. “Truly?” 

“She thought it was her Destiny. She had a vision. Father 
wanted to return to Fallor, but she refused. If the Gods themselves 
had shown up and told her to go home, she would have fought to 
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stay.” 

“Malachi wanted to come back to Fallor?” 

I thought of the number of times I had heard him scream it, 
trapped in that house. “Yes.” 

“I thought- For years I thought-” He coughed, wiping at his 
eyes. “I thought she didn’t come back because of me. Because I was 
angry.” 

My heart ached. “Grandfather-” 

Someone pounded on the door. 

Grandfather went to open it. “Can I help- Brannyn?” He 
stepped back, and I stood as he gestured inside. “What happened 
to you all?” 

Tanner hobbled through the door on one foot, his arm draped 
around Elias’ shoulders for support, and my brother trailed behind 
them. All three were smeared in soot; Brannyn clothes were so 
charred I wondered how they were being held together. 

Most disturbing was the anguish and the fear that rolled off of 
them in waves. 

“Brannyn?” I whispered, my heart trapped in my throat. 
“What happened?” 

He looked at me, his eyes haunted. His eyebrow was bloody; 
something had sliced through it, leaving a nasty cut. We found 
Felice. An image of my pretty blonde cousin appeared in my mind, 
her eyes white and glowing and inhuman. 

I choked. That’s- that’s- WHY?! 

Long story. I'll tell you Iater. 

Grandfather directed Elias to sit Tanner down in a chair at the 
table and began to peel his boot from around his swollen ankle. 
Tanner winced, biting his lip, and looked up at me with a watery 
grin. “And how are you doing today, Mistress Lanya?” 

I attempted to match his smile, though the horror still churned 
inside of me. “I’ve told you to stop calling me that, Tanner. It’s just 
Lanya.” 

“Can't help it.” He hissed through his teeth as his boot finally 
slid off. His ankle was already turning black, swollen three times 
its normal size. 

I grimaced in sympathy, automatically reaching out to drain 
his pain. 
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His face relaxed. “Ah, Goodman Moon, you’re a miracle 
worker.” 

Grandfather frowned. “I haven’t done anything yet.” 

Tanner simply smiled. 

Grandfather’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, and he looked over 
at me. “Come here, girl.” 

I swallowed, and walked to him on my throbbing ankle, 
forcing myself not to limp. He scowled at me and pointed. “Give 
it back.” 

I gaped at him. “But-” 

“No buts. Give him back the pain.” 

I swore viciously, and Elias and Tanner blinked at me in 
surprise. “He’s in so much of it, though. Why can’t I help?” 

“Because unless I know where the pain is, I can’t treat him. If 
I don’t treat him and he can’t feel it, he could make it worse. It’s 
why healers don’t give patients painkillers until after they know 
what’s wrong. Otherwise, they’re treating the symptoms and not 
the source.” 

I made a face but pushed the pain back into Tanner’s ankle. 
His eyes widened as he gasped. 

“Now, where is the pain?” Grandfather asked gently, 
dismissing me as he pressed on the ankle. 

Brannyn sidled up beside me. “You can take pain?” 

I swallowed. “Yes.” 

“You've been doing it to us, haven’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

He stared at me for a long moment. “Thank you.” 

I blinked. 

“IT don’t think you should tell Kryssa, though. Not yet.” He 
sighed, staring at Tanner. “Seems like there’s always something 
else, isn’t there? More secrets, more darkness. There’s never any 
time for us to just be.” 

“Still thinking of Mejares?” I murmured. 

He shrugged. “If it has less of whatever these things are with 
the creepy glowing eyes, then yes. I’m still thinking about 
Mejares.” 

I watched as Grandfather began to carefully bind up Tanner’s 
ankle with a length of cloth. “Maybe. I’d miss my shop, though.” 
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His brows rose with surprise. “You’d come with me?” 

“Of course.” I slanted a look at him through my lashes. “Unlike 
you, /still haven’t seen a dragon.” 

He chuckled and hugged me around the shoulders. “I'll do one 
better. I'll make sure you ride one.” 

I smiled, and then bit my lip as I looked back at Tanner. 
Heartbreak seeped from his skin, threatening to drown me. It 
wasn't fair that he had to suffer, his love shattered by the monster 
Felice had become. 

No one deserves this. 
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KRYSSA 


Town Library 
Fallor, Western Valory 
26 Emberes 578A.F. 


I thought of Vitric. 

I did not mean to, did not want to, but he crept into my 
thoughts anyway. My dreams were haunted by his face; though 
the Crone continued to twist and manipulate them, it did not ease 
my longing. I thought of his sea-colored eyes, of how they had 
matched the sky when he looked at me. What color did they turn 
now when he thought of me? 

I wondered if he was still in Desperation, or if he had left to 
see the world as he always dreamed. Did he know yet of the deaths 
of my father and the Crone? Did he blame me for them? Did he 
understand why I had left? 

I remembered his kiss, the sweet taste of his lips, and wept in 
the dark while the others slept. 

It was awful, this heartbreak, and I begged the Gods to let it 
fade. I hoped he hated me, because I did not want him to suffer as 
I did. Let him hate me, I prayed. Let him find someone who can 
make him happy. Let him forget me. 

But I could not forget him. 

The maelstrom of emotions that surrounded me did not help. 
Brannyn’s grief over Marla subsided at last into weary sadness, 
while Tanner masked his heartbreak with self-mockery and 
bitterness. I understood the ache inside them, the anguish they 
both felt, and, not for the first time, wished that I had Lanya’s gift 
to ease it. I envied Elias and Eloise, who circled each other in a 
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gentle dance, just as Vitric had once done with me, though I was 
happy for them because they were both my friends. 

I thought at times that my emotions might strangle me. 

Elias and I grew close as he taught me the basics of swordplay. 
I was merely competent, but he praised me as if I were a master, 
until I all but glowed with pride. We would cool off after in the 
tavern, drinking watered wine and talking until late into the 
night. He poured out his feelings to me about Eloise, admitting at 
last that he had loved her since they were children, and pleading 
with me to tell him that she loved him back. I did, but I could not 
convince him of it, and spent frustrated hours listening to him fret. 

I finally resorted one night to getting him drunk, feeding him 
whiskey until he fell asleep on the bar, and called Brannyn to help 
him home. 

The next day Eloise came to me, asking the same question. 

The library was a small, one-roomed building behind the 
bathhouse, filled with shelves stacked to the ceilings. Books and 
scrolls and parchments were crammed into every crevice with no 
semblance of organization, though Sennett, Eloise’s aging father, 
could lay his hands on anything he was looking for in a matter of 
minutes. But his eyesight was failing, and so I had been tasked 
with establishing order in the chaos. 

I didn’t mind it. The library was always quiet, since Sennett 
spent much of his time dozing behind his desk, and I was left in 
peace. I worked slowly, searching each of the books for references 
to the monster that had attacked Kylee; he never noticed. 

Eloise found me frowning over a tome, filled with strange 
symbols I couldn’t read and pictures that made little sense. “Good 
book?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Riveting.” 

She smiled. “I didn’t realize you were interested in the mating 
habits of unicorns.” 

“The-” I dropped the book in disgust and made a face. “Why 
would anyone study that?” 

She shrugged. “To learn, I guess.” Her expression turned 
pensive. “Kryssa, can I ask you something?” 

“Of course.” I picked up another book. 

“Have you ever been in love?” 


355 


RKS HOBBS 

Vitric. My heart tightened for a moment as his eyes swam 
before my vision. Then I blinked, and he was gone. 

I took a shaky breath. “Elias?” 

She nodded and sank down miserably to the floor beside me. 
“I just can’t stop thinking about him. He makes me happy, but it 
scares me. When he looks at me-” She broke off, biting her lip. “T 
just don’t know if he likes me back.” 

“He does.” 

“But how do you know?” 

I sighed. Somehow, I had become trapped between the two, 
both of them asking me questions when they should have been 
talking to each other. “Because I do.” 

“That’s not a good answer.” 

“It’s the only one I have.” I picked up another book at random, 
flipping through the pages. I was not really looking at it, I just 
wanted something to distract me from the awkwardness of our 
conversation. 

“Kryssa-” 

My hand froze on a picture, and whatever else she might have 
said was lost as all the blood drained from my head. It was a poor 
sketch, but I could see what it was meant to represent: a black, 
cloaked form, bent over the body of some helpless soul. White 
holes stared up at me where its eyes should have been. 

“Kryssa? Are you alright?” 

I swallowed, pulling my eyes from the picture to the page 
beside it, and swore when I found it was written in a strange, 
flowing language I didn’t understand. 

Eloise leaned over my shoulder to look at it. “Woret’ethla?” 
She made a face at me. “Why do you want to read about that?” 

I gaped at her. “You can read this?” 

“Well, yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s only Y’ken’ohl. Much 
easier than Dwarven runes. All the best poetry is written in it.” 

I pushed the book at her. “What does it say?” 

“Why?” She peered at my face, her brows drawing together. 
“Does this have something to do with Felice?” 

I blinked. “Elias told you about that?” 

“Of course. He’s really upset his cousin is-” Her eyes widened. 
“Is this what she is?” 
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“IT don’t know what ‘this’ is yet.” 

“Moret ethla.”’She snatched the book from me, her eyes alight 
with excitement. “Vampyres.” 

“Vampyres?” | repeated, incredulous. 

“Yes.” She pointed to the page. “Here, listen to this. “Those 
who wish to gain immortality may beseech the Corrupted Ones’ - 
that would be the Elder Gods- ‘and for the sacrifices of soul and 
innocence gain everlasting life, though it is cursed and filled with 
a gnawing hunger for flesh. There is an abyss within them, forcing 
them to seek out the souls of others and feast upon them, clawing 
it from them while they are still alive.” 

“Well, that explains Farius.” 

“And old man Herrill. “Their eyes shine with white light, 
evidence of their missing souls, and are the only sign of them in 
the darkness where they hide. Their skin smells of putrefaction, 
their bodies rotting from within.” 

“Why would anyone ever want to become one of these 
things?” 

“Power, mostly.” She shrugged, looking up. “Vampyres are 
able to use all the forbidden spells of the Elder Gods without the 
nasty side effects. You know, no soul. They have no 
understandable emotions, which appeals to trauma victims. 
They’re ten times stronger that humans, and faster. And it’s still 
the only known way to become immortal.” 

“Still doesn’t seem worth it.” 

“No, it doesn’t. And it gets worse. ‘After a number of years, the 
loss of their soul causes the creatures to go mad, though it takes 
longer for those who retain their own bodies or who use as a vessel 
those in the prime of youth.” 

“That explains why the Crone wanted Kylee,” I mused. 

“What?” 

“Nothing. Continue.” 

“They are afraid of both sunlight and moonlight, lurking in 
the shadows until both are gone, though they show no fear of fire 
unless it is burning them.” 

I counted on my fingers. “It matches. All of the attacks 
occurred on the dark of the moon.” 

Her head shot up. “What do you mean, a//?” 
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“There’s been more,” she answered herself. “More attacks. 
Because of course there has been. Felice only became a Vampyre 
a month ago. So who killed Baedon? How many are in the nest?” 

“Nest?” I could feel the blood drain from my face. “Nest?” 

She looked back at the book. “Right here, “They live in nests, 
hidden in dark places, and as many as fifteen can be found to live 
in it at one time. Where one Vampyre is, there is certain to be 
more.” 

“Fifteen?” I choked, my stomach knotting. “Fifteen of these 
things? These- these Vampyres?” 

“T doubt there’s that many. The Guard wouldn’t be able to hide 
that many attacks.” 

I shivered. “Is there anything else?” 

“Just one more line. “The only remnant of their humanity 
seems to be an obsession with the Corrupted One Phenos’ - 
another Elder God- ‘who it is said created the first Vampyre from 
an Elder One.” 

“Elder One?” 

“A Twisted One. A being from the First Race that the Elder 
Gods created. They turned evil when their Gods did. The Great 
Warriors were supposed to have killed them all off.” 

“One of those will probably show up next,” I muttered, 
scowling. 

“Let’s hope not. Vampyres are bad enough.” 

I shook my head. “So, Felice...?” I let the question hang. 

“She was still new to it, not completely in control of her 
powers.” 

“You think she’s dead?” 

She blinked. “You don’t?” 

“IT don’t know.” I bit my lip until I tasted blood. “But I don’t 
think you should go out at night anymore. Not alone.” 

“T-” She caught herself, and blushed. “Um...” 

I raised a brow. “You're going to stay with Elias, aren’t you?” 

“He- he offered, after- after Felice. I thought-” Her gaze 
dropped as she fidgeted with the pages of the book. “I thought he 
wanted- and I wasn’t-” 

I rolled my eyes, taking the book from her and closing it. I felt 
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dirty, unclean from touching it. “Come on. I need a bath, and I 
think you and I need to have a talk.” 
“About what?” she asked as I helped her to her feet. 
“The mysteries of men and women.” 


LANYA 


Rose Apartment 
27 Emberes 578A.F. 


I woke to a throbbing head and the sounds of an argument. 

“It’s mine, Kylee! Let go!” 

“It’s too small for you, stupid!” 

“Tm not stupid! Youre a thief!” 

“Tm nota thief! It’s too small for you!” 

I climbed from my bed, muttering darkly to myself, and 
stalked into the hall. Kylee and Alyxen were struggling over a 
tunic, glaring at each other as they yelled insults. 

“Thief!” 

“Idiot!” 

“Pie-brain!” 

“Enough!” | raised my voice to be heard over them and held 
out my hand when they turned to stare at me. “Give me the tunic.” 

Kylee’s chin jerked up. “Or what?” 

My head was aching. I was tired and irritable and in no mood 
to argue. I narrowed my eyes and yanked her emotions. 

She collapsed to the floor, laughing uncontrollably, clutching 
her stomach as she curled into a helpless ball. I lifted my gaze to 
Alyxen. 

He dropped the tunic and raised his hands. “Take it.” 

I snatched it off the floor and turned to stomp into the kitchen. 

“Uh, Lanya?” 

I scowled at him. “What?” 

He pointed hesitantly at Kylee. She was gasping for breath 
between giggles, tears streaming down her cheeks as she clutched 
her stomach. 

I rolled my eyes and pushed her hilarity back down. Her 
laughter subsided as she relaxed, hiccupping, and I stormed into 
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the kitchen. 

Kryssa sat, staring out the window, an unopened book on the 
table in front of her. I glared at her as I poured myself a cup of tea. 
“Why didn’t you stop that?” 

“Hmm?” She glanced toward me, her eyes slowly focusing. 
“What, dear heart?” 

“The argument?” I pointed down the hall with the tunic. 
“Why didn’t you stop it?” 

“There was an argument?” 

I gave up. “Never mind.” 

“Aren't you supposed to be at work?” 

“It’s Starsday, remember?” 

“Oh. Right.” She raised a brow. “Are you alright? You look 
tired.” 

“Hamar had me up half the night redoing the ledgers. The man 
could not add two plus ten if he had an extra set of thumbs.” I sat 
next to her with a sigh. “What about you? I didn’t see you when I 
came home last night.” 

“I was with Eloise. We had to talk about some things.” 

I frowned, sensing the faint dread lurking around the edges of 
her shields. “What’s wrong?” 

She made a face at me. “I’ve told you to stop doing that.” 

“And I told you I wasn’t going to. So, what is it? What’s 
wrong?” 

She glanced down at the book, and her dread increased. 

I swallowed, suddenly understanding. “You’ve found out what 
it was. The thing that attacked Kylee. What Felice turned into.” 

She sighed. “Yes.” 

“Well, what is it? What did you find out?” 

“Td rather tell everyone at once.” 

I sat back. Get in here. Now. 

Alyxen and Kylee stuck their heads into the room, sensed my 
mood, and quietly took seats at the table. Kylee, I noticed, sat as 
far from me as possible. Reyce appeared next, and Brannyn trailed 
behind him, bleary-eyed and exhausted. 

“What’s going on?” he managed, yawning widely. 

I went to fetch him a cup of tea. “Kryssa found out what Felice 


” 


is. 
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Kylee tensed. 

“Oh?” Brannyn took the cup from me gratefully and leaned 
against the wall to drink it. “What is she?” 

“She’s a Vampyre.” Kryssa took a deep breath. “And there’s 
more of them.” 

Kylee’s emotions spiked, and I glanced at her, confused. I 
could understand her fear, but why did she feel guilty? 

“We knew there were more of them when Baedon was killed,” 
Brannyn said with a frown. “What did you call them again- 
Vampyre? Felice only became one a month ago. So something else 
killed Baedon.” His brows drew together. “How many of them are 
there?” 

“Up to fifteen.” 

“Holy mother of-” Alyxen caught himself. “There can’t really 
be that many, can there? I mean, they would have killed everyone 
in Fallor by now, right?” 

“IT don’t think there’s fifteen. But I do think there’s more than 
one, or even two, living in the nest.” 

“Nest? What do you mean-” 

“Kylee, what do you think about all this?” I asked, curious 
about the increase in guilt radiating from her. 

Her head jerked up as if on a string, her eyes wide. “What? Oh. 
Um- yes. The moret’ethla. Makes sense that there is more of them, 
right? I mean, with Baedon’s death and all.” She blinked when we 
merely stared at her. “What? 

Kryssa leaned forward, her eyes intense. “I never called them 
moret ethla. I called them Vampyres. Where did you hear that 
name?” 

She froze, staring at Kryssa helplessly. 

“You knew.” She stood slowly, and leaned over the table, her 
eyes burning as she glared at Kylee. “Four months of searching 
through every damn book and scroll in Fallor. Four months of 
your brother going out on patrol, terrified and not knowing what 
he might face in the dark. Four months, Kylee, and you knew what 
it was the whole damn time?” 

She flinched. “I- I didn’t know it was a Vampyre. Vanderys 
always calls them moret ethla. He says-” 

“WHO THE HELL IS VANDERYS?!” 
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The rest of us stared, frightened by Kryssa’s sudden rage. Kylee 
shrank back in her chair. “He- he’s a Cedrani. An Elf. He’s hunting 
them.” 

“And you've been helping him,” I murmured, her odd 
behavior for the last few months finally explained. “You’re 
looking for the nest.” 

She gulped, her eyes locked on Kryssa. “Yes.” 

“What in the name of thirteen hells convinced you that was a 
good idea?” Kryssa demanded. “Do you even know how dangerous 
these things are? What was your plan if you found them?” 

“Tm not helpless.” Though she was still pale, she managed to 
scowl. She lifted her hand, revealing a strange ring chained to her 
wrist. I wondered why I had never noticed it. “I have lightning.” 

“Seriously, Kylee, you expect us to believe-” 

Lightning arced between her fingers, sparking and crackling. 

We gaped. 

“Tm not helpless,” she repeated, closing her hand over the ball 
of lightning. “I met Vanderys the day after the moreteth/a- the 
Vampyre- attacked me, and he asked for my help. I can’t let them 
kill anyone else. I didn’t know Felice would become one, but by 
then...” She shrugged. 

Kryssa sank wearily back in her chair. “And what if you find 
them?” 

“What if I don’t?” Her voice was quiet. “These things are evil, 
Kryssa. They aren’t even human anymore, no matter what Felice 
looks like. They’re just hunger and death. I can’t let them hurt 
you.” 

“No.” 

“Yes.” Her chin jerked up in defiance, though I could feel her 
nerves. “I’m going to find the nest. You can’t stop me.” 

Kryssa’s eyes flashed. “The hell I can’t.” 

“What are you going to do? Erase my mind? Trap me in 
dreams? Put dead voices in my head?” She sneered. “I’m old 
enough to make my own decisions.” 

“You're fourteen! That’s not old enough to go looking for 
monsters!” 

“And how old were you when Father became one?” 

“That’s different.” 
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“How?” 

“Because he was still Auman! She threw her hands up, 
exasperated. “And J didn’t have a choice. You do. Kylee, these 
things- this is what the Crone was trying to become. She would 
have made you like Felice.” 

Her lips quivered. “I know.” 

“You know. You know, and yet you still want to chase them?” 
She shook her head. “No. It’s done. No more hunting. And no 
more lightning.” 

“What?” Kylee’s face flushed with rage. “You can’t do that! 
You can’t tell me what to do!” 

“Oh, yes, I can!” 

“You re not my mother!” 

Instant silence descended. My eyes widened, and we held our 
breath, waiting for the explosion. 

“No, ’m not you mother,” Kryssa said quietly. “I’m just the 
one who’s spent my whole life protecting you.” 

Kylee’s lip trembled, but she shook her head. “Pm going to 
hunt them. I’m not going to let Felice or those things hurt anyone 
else. Not if I can help it.” 

“Kylee-” 

“No. ’She stood. “I'll go stay with Vanderys. At least he has the 
sense not to treat me like a child.” She started toward the back 
door. 

Kryssa hesitated, then held up a hand. “Wait.” 

Kylee stopped, looking back. 

“Are you really determined to do this?” 

“Yes.” 

She took a deep breath. “Then I’m going with you.” 

“What?!” 

“Tm not arguing. If you’re hunting Vampyres, I’m going with 
you. And don’t even try going without me, because I'll just follow 
you.” 

She stared at Kryssa helplessly. “You can‘, Kryssa. How are 
you going to fight them? They don’t have minds. They’re just 
blood and death.” 

“Tl buy a sword.” She waved a hand impatiently. “We have a 
whole chest of gold we’re not using. But I am not going to let you 
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fight Vampyres alone.” 


“Tm not-” 

“And I want to meet this Vanderys.” 

“What? Kryssa, no, I don’t-” 

“I want to meet him.” Her tone was final. “Today.” 

Kylee made a frustrated sound. “You can’t meet him today.” 

“Kylee-” 

“He’s hunting out in the hills up north. I don’t even know 
where he is, and he won't be back for two weeks.” 

“So Pll meet him then.” 

“Fine.” She glared. “Anything else?” 

“Yes.” Kryssa walked to her and wrapped her in a hug. Kylee 
struggled for a moment, then embraced her, clutching the back of 
our sister’s tunic. 

“No more secrets,” Kryssa murmured. “Alright?” 

“That'll be a first,” Brannyn muttered. 

No more secrets. | sighed, running my hands over my face as 
the tension drained out of the room. “So. Who wants breakfast? 
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LANYA 


Hamar’s Apothecary 
Fallor, Western Valory 
3 Davael 578A.F. 


“This is marshlight,” Hamar announced, grinning as he held out a 
bottle filled with brown, dried flowers. I admired it dutifully. “It’s 
also called Queensweed, or Lushe Rialta. When it’s alive, it glows 
as if it holds fire in its veins.” 

“That’s nice,” I murmured, returning to balancing his ledger. 
He had relinquished most of the responsibilities of running the 
shop to me gratefully after my second month, leaving the day-to- 
day operation to my discretion as he indulged in his true passion: 
traveling the countryside in search of rare ingredients. He 
delighted in the plants and powders he found, showing them to 
me when he returned with the glee of a child. 

He sighed happily, ignoring my lack of interest. “Marshlight 
cures brain-fever, and when it’s made into a paste it can cure even 
the most serious of burns.” 

“Mmm.” I frowned, trying to make the columns add up in my 
head. “Hamar, why are we missing a gold sey and a half?” 

“Oh, that. I spent that in Ullyn.” 

I looked up, exasperated. “And you didn’t tell me? What in 
Gods’ name did you need that much money for?” 

“I was following a lead.” He shrugged at my incredulous look. 
“Someone told me they found a hidden grove of Atargatis.” 

“You paid three months’ salary to someone who said they 
found a plant?” 

“Atargatis is one of the rarest flowers in the world,” he replied 
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defensively. “It’s a universal curative. It counteracts all poisons 
known to man. A drop of it can even cure addiction to cattakasha, 
and that’s the most addictive drug I’ve ever heard of. Just one 
flower is worth ten gold seys.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “But you didn’t find any, did you?” 

“Ah, no. No, I didn’t.” He hung his head. “The man was a 
fraud.” 

I rubbed my temples, trying to massage away my growing 
headache. “Hamar, we talked about this after the last time. Never 
give them coin unless you have the product in hand.” 

“It wasn’t a complete loss, you know. I found these little 
beauties.” He shook the jar of dried flowers at me. 

I closed my eyes, praying for patience. /t’s his store, [reminded 
myself. [fhe wants to bankrupt it chasing rumors of rare herbs no 
one’s ever heard of, I can't stop him. 

Though it would be nice if he told me about the money he 
spent before I wasted two hours and half a bottle of ink trying to 
make the columns in his ledger match up. 

“T got something else while I was in Ullyn.” 

I opened my eyes as a thick stack of parchment slapped onto 
the desk. An official-looking seal had been stamped onto it in deep 
red wax. I stared at it, confused. “What is this?” 

“It’s a deed.” He tapped the top of the parchment, where my 
name and his had been written in a heavy, flowing hand. “I’m 
naming you my heir.” 

“Heir? Heir of what?” 

“My shop.” 

“What?” 

He shrugged. “You're already doing all the work, and I’ve been 
thinking about retirement. I don’t have any children to take over 
for me, and I'll cut off my own thumbs before Ill let that Kinner 
buy the place.” 

“Ah-” I blinked. “Who’s Kinner?” 

“A greedy charlatan.” He scowled out the window. “He sells 
an elixir he claims grants eternal youth, but it’s just garlic and 
faecap mixed with water. He’s been after my store for years. 
Thinks it'll make him look like a legitimate businessman.” He 
shook his fist at the window. “Well, the joke’s on you now, 
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Kinner! I have a successor. You'll never get my store.” 

I cleared my throat. “Hamar?” 

He looked at me and smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. I detest that 
little toad.” 

“IT can see that.” I shook my head. “Are you really sure you 
want to name me your successor? I mean, I’ve only worked here 
four months.” 

“You're good for the business, Lanya. You're honest, and a fast 
learner. You're polite to the customers, and you keep better track 
of my books than I ever have.” He leaned a hip onto the table 
beside me, making it creak ominously. “And you’re Adelie’s 
daughter. Why wouldn’t I want to give it to you?” 

“But what if I don’t want it?” 

“Do you not want it?” 

I thought about it. I enjoyed haggling with vendors and 
customers, and I loved the thrill of the sale. I even liked balancing 
his books, though it would have been easier if he wasn’t always 
taking money from it without telling me. I had grown attached to 
the little cramped storage room, had lists of ideas for how to make 
improvements. 

I want the shop, | finally admitted to myself. J want something 
permanent. Something I’ve done by myself. 

Unable to speak past the lump in my throat, I hugged him. He 
ruffled my hair affectionately, and then picked up my pen. “Come 
on, let’s get this signed.” 

I scrawled my signature on the lines he pointed to, my 
thoughts whirling. “Does this mean I get to make decisions now?” 

“Like what?” 

“T want to hire an assistant.” 

“Did you have someone in mind?” 

“His name is Terral. He came into the shop a few weeks ago to 
buy syrup to soothe his mother’s cough.” 

“I know Terral. Solid young man. Works out at your cousin 
Brycen’s farm, doesn’t he?” 

“Yes. He’s got a gift for memorizing. He just looks at a page 
and can remember everything on it days later. I want to hire him.” 

“Then do it.” He blotted the last piece of paper. “From now on, 
all minor decisions, such as hiring and inventory, are yours. 
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Anything truly major bring to me first, but I think you'll do fine.” 

I hugged him again. 

“Now, get out of here. Go home and celebrate. I'll close up.” 

I knew better than to argue. I kissed his cheek, making him 
blush to the roots of his hair, and flew out the door into the 
gathering dusk, my heart light as I ran home. In my rush, | scarcely 
noticed that the lanterns had been lit in the market, or that the 
moon was barely a sliver, shedding no light into the world below. 


BRANNYN 


Rose Apartment 


I returned home from watch a few hours after midnight. Lanya 
was curled in a ball by the fireplace with a blanket draped across 
her, an empty wine bottle in her hand. I frowned at her, then at 
Kryssa, who sat calmly at the table as if our sister sleeping in the 
kitchen was a normal occurrence. “What happened?” 

“Hamar named Lanya his successor. We were celebrating.” 

“Did she drink that whole bottle by herself?” 

“No. Only about half.” 

I winced. “That’s going to hurt in the morning.” 

“Probably.” She shrugged. “Where’s Tanner?” 

“Talking to Chanach about guard rotations.” I pulled out a 
chair and sat beside her. “Why are you still awake?” 

“Can’t sleep.” 

“Nightmares?” 

She jerked a shoulder. “Something like that.” 

“Didn’t you say something to Kylee a few days ago about ‘no 
more secrets?” 

“No more important secrets.” 

“Ah. My mistake.” 

She glared at me. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Of course. Sorry I pried.” 

“Tm allowed to keep some things to myself.” 

“Sure.” 

“It’s not like I sit here and prod at all the things you aren’t 
comfortable with.” 
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“No, you would never do that.” 

She growled, frustrated, and rubbed her face. “It’s just- it’s too 
much, you know? The Vampyres, Felice, the attacks. And before 
that. Father, the Crone, the Camp. Is it always going to be like 
this?” 

“IT don’t know.” I shrugged. “Not a Firemage, remember? Can’t 
see the future.” 

Her lips twitched, and then she sighed. “It would just be nice 
for once not to worry that every time someone knocked on the 
door it was bad news.” 

Someone pounded on the back door. 

Kryssa laughed helplessly and laid her head on the table. I 
looked at her for a moment, then got up to answer the door. The 
person on the other side started pounding again as I reached it, and 
I yanked it open with a scowl. 

Elias was standing on the stairs, swaying, his hand raised to 
knock again. Tears streaked his face, and Eloise stood beside him, 
her face nearly as pale as his in the weak light that reached us from 
the kitchen. 

“What’s happened?” I asked, immediately pulling them both 
inside. “What’s wrong?” 

“It’s Felice.” Eloise’s eyes were huge and frightened. “She 
attacked again.” 

“She killed everyone,” Elias murmured as we escorted him 
into the kitchen. Kryssa had already brought the whiskey to the 
table, and he clutched it as he sank into a chair. “Everyone, even 
the animals.” 

“Who?” I knelt in front of him. “Talk to me, Elias.” 

“Felice went back home. You were right, she wasn’t dead.” He 
took a deep, shuddering breath. “She killed everyone- the 
farmhands, her younger brothers, her mother. Killed the horses, 
the goats, even the cat. The only one left alive was Uncle Tamsen, 
though I don’t know for how much longer.” His face twisted. “Her 
bite is poison.” 

I thought of my friends, and worried. “Digger and Breaker? 
The mutes?” 

He shook his head. “They've been on Rylen’s farm. I 
remember him asking for them.” 
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them?” 

“Uncle Rumer. He lives the next farm over. He heard the 
screams.” He swallowed. “He said it was a bloodbath. There’s at 
least a dozen of those things, all following Felice.” 

“A dozen?” I choked. “I thought maybe three or four, but-” 

Elias grabbed my wrist, his eyes burning into me. “She gave 
him a message. Uncle Tamsen. She says she’s going to wipe every 
Rose from the earth, one by one. She’s going to destroy us.” 

I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Does Chanach know?” 

He nodded, releasing me to grab at the whiskey bottle again. 
He lifted it to his lips with a shaking hand. “He’s calling in the 
legions.” 

I gaped. “Truly? Does he think the Empire will see a dozen 
Vampyres as that much of a threat?” 

“They better.” His face hardened. “Brannyn, they killed 
twenty people tonight in under an hour. Fallor doesn’t have 
enough guards to protect the farms and the town at the same 
time.” 

“How long will it take them to get here?” 

“Once they get the order to march? A few days. Getting the 
order, though? That’s the tricky part. With luck, it'll be before the 
next dark moon.” 

I swore. “Where’s Tamsen?” 

“At Garyl Moon’s.” 

“That’s good, at least.” Kryssa took the bottle from him. 
“Grandfather will take good care of him.” 

“T don’t think he’s going to make it.” He looked up at me, his 
face lost and hopeless. “How could I let this happen?” 

“You can’t blame yourself, love,” Eloise murmured. “Felice 
made her choice.” 

“But if P’'d just paid more attention- if ’'d questioned Farius-” 

“Stop it, Elias.” I put my hands on his shoulders. “You can’t 
change the past, and you can’t fix mistakes that someone else has 
made. We can only move forward.” I thought of Marla, then 
pushed her away. “What matters is what we do now.” 

“What can we do? Fallor has, what, thirty guards? How are we 
supposed to protect everyone?” 
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“We make them protect themselves.” I sat back on my heels. 
“Arm them with anything we can get our hands on. Implement a 
mandatory curfew. Pull everyone off the farms into the towns.” 

“The harvest is next month. Missing it could bankrupt our 
family.” 

“Can't harvest anyway if everyone is dead.” 

He shook his head. “We can’t make any decisions without 
Chanach. And the town council. And Great-Aunt Amandine.” 

“So we'll take it to them.” 

“You know Great-Aunt Amandine will never leave the 
Manor.” 

“Elias-” 

“We'll figure it all out in the morning,” Kryssa interrupted 
before I could argue further. She looked at Elias and Eloise, then 
glanced over her shoulder at our sleeping sister. “You'll both stay 
here tonight. You can have Lanya’s bed. Brannyn, will you...?” 

I sighed. “Of course.” I walked to Lanya, lifting her gently in 
my arms, and carried her into her room. She murmured once as I 
laid her in Kryssa’s bed, then curled into a ball, fast asleep with a 
smile on her face. 

Elias and Eloise curled up on the cot, fully dressed as they held 
each other, and were asleep within moments. 

I walked back into the kitchen to find Kryssa casually drinking 
from the whiskey bottle. She was smiling, but her eyes when she 
looked at me were full of ghosts. 

“One day,” she murmured. “One day, something good will 
knock.” 
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BRANNYN 


Drawing Room 
Rose Manor, Western Valory 
5 Davael 578A.F. 


“Come on, Amandine, be reasonable!” 

“I am being reasonable.” Draped in the black lace of deep 
mourning, my great-aunt appeared even more frail than usual, but 
her green eyes were hard as stone as she glared at Chanach. “I will 
not abandon the farms a month before harvest. Doing so would 
bankrupt us.” 

“Tm not asking you to abandon them, just to move inside the 
town limits at night. At least until the legions get here.” 

“We're farmers.” She managed to look down her nose at him, 
though she was sitting and he standing. “We rise before the sun. 
How do you expect us to tend to our crops and our animals if we 
are trapped in Fallor until dawn? We wouldn't even get back to 
our fields until midmorning.” She shook her head. “No. We will 
stay here.” 

My captain growled in frustration, and I eyed him warily. I 
had been surprised when he had agreed to my suggestions- notice 
of the new curfew was already being circulated- but he had 
insisted that I accompany him to Rose Manor to inform Amandine 
of our decision. 

Now I understood why. 

I cleared my throat. “Uh, may I make a suggestion?” 

They both glowered at me. 

I fought the urge to cower. “What if everyone stayed here? In 
the Manor, I mean? Fallor could afford a couple of guards to 
protect you.” 
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“This place is immense,” Chanach argued, “and it has far too 
many entrances. And I can guarantee that Felice knows them all.” 

“But so do I,” Amandine murmured, pursing her lips 
thoughtfully. “It would not take as much work as you think to turn 
my home into a fortress.” 

“You're seriously considering this?” His eyebrows shot up 
toward his hairline as he gestured around at the great hall. “This 
is madness! You'll be bringing your whole family here for the 
slaughter! Felice has already murdered six Roses- how many more 
are you willing to lose?” 

“I know how many have died,” she replied coldly. “I mourn 
the death of Tamsen, and of his wife and sons. I held them each 
on my knee as babes.” She gestured to the tall young man sitting 
in a near corner, his face deathly pale as he stared out the window. 
“Valin is beside himself with the loss of his parents and brothers. 
His wife is terrified. I have to watch him to be sure he doesn’t 
harm himself over what his sister has done. So don’t try to tell me 
what has been lost.” 

“And yet you would still risk staying here?” 

“Where would you have us stay, Chanach? Would you divide 
us among families in Fallor, and risk the deaths of the innocents 
sheltering us? Doors will not keep out Felice. Or perhaps you 
thought to keep us in the guardhouse, packed in like tomatoes in 
a jar, trapped like prisoners for our own protection?” 

He winced. “Amandine-” 

“No, Chanach. I have lived my whole life on Rose land, and I 
will die on it.” She leaned forward and placed a hand on his wrist, 
her eyes softening. “Felice was created through our negligence, 
and we alone will face the consequences of it. We will not 
endanger anyone else.” 

He sighed, and his shoulders slumped in defeat. “As you wish.” 

“Oh, don’t look so glum.” Her eyes sparkled as she sat back in 
her chair. “We’re Roses, my dear, and we fight to the end. I dare 
say if Felice attacks us here, we'll make her bleed for it. We'll take 
as many of the gods-forsaken bastards with us as we can.” 

Chanach glanced at me, pleading, but I merely shrugged. 
“Don’t look at me. I know better than to argue with dragons.” 

Amandine smiled grimly and rubbed her hands together. 
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“Good. Now that’s settled, let’s discuss defenses.” 


KYLEE 


Fallor Sewers 
6 Davael 578A.F. 


“This is what you’ve been doing for the last four months?” Kryssa’s 

voice echoed from the walls of the cistern, her face disgusted in 
the light of our lanterns. Brackish, filthy water lapped at our 
ankles, and our noses were assaulted by the foul smell. Sunlight 
shot into the darkness through grates above us; drainage for rain 
along Fallor’s streets. 

I shrugged and lifted my lantern, turning to lead the way 
further into the sewer. “I told you not to come.” 

She swore, hunching over so as not to hit her head on the 
damp ceiling. “Kylee, there’s rats in here!” 

“They’re fine.” I glanced at the scurrying creatures as they ran 
along the walls, squeaking in fright. “They’re afraid of the lantern. 
Watch out for snakes, though. I can’t tell if they’re poisonous or 
not.” 

“Can't you just ask them?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Kryssa, a// snakes think they’re dangerous.” 

“Oh.” She glanced around, nervous, and lowered her voice. 
“Do you think they’re down here?” 

“I don’t know. I checked a few months ago, but that was before 
Felice took charge of them. A change in leadership like that might 
have made them move their nest.” 

“So you're rechecking all the places you’ve checked before?” 

“That’s the plan, anyway.” I shrugged. “I don’t think I’m going 
to find them, though.” 

She followed me as we turned down another side corridor. 
“Why is that?” 

“We didn’t grow up here, and Felice did. She knows every 
rock and tree in this area. There’s no way we're going to find her.” 

“So why are we still looking?” 

I shrugged, peering into the darkness. “Because we might get 
lucky.” 


374 


FORSAKEN 

“T think you need a new definition of luck.” 

“I did tell you not to come.” 

She grunted. “So, when do I get to meet Vanderys?” 

“He should be back sometime Watersday, so Airsday we’ll-” 

Something splashed in the water behind us, and we both spun, 
stifling screams. A figure stood in the shadows, slowly making its 
way into the lantern light to reveal- 

“Reyce!” I scowled, trying to force my heart back out of my 
throat. “What are you doing here? Don’t you know better than to 
sneak up on us?” 

He shrugged. “I wanted to help.” 

Kryssa was rubbing the top of her head tenderly. “You could 
have warned us before I cracked my skull open.” 

“I didn’t want you to have a chance to argue.” 

She huffed out a breath. “What would be the point? It’s not 
like anyone listens to me anyway.” 

He drew his dagger. “You're learning.” 

I turned to hide my grin as Kryssa muttered curses. The tunnel 
stretched before us, dark and uninviting. “Come on, this way.” 

We trudged through the dank water, turning down ever 
narrower corridors. I remembered my previous visit and avoided 
the tunnels that led to dead ends. The quiet splashes of the rats and 
creatures that lived in the tunnels echoed from the walls. 

“So did Vanderys give you that ring?” Kryssa asked at last, 
though I could tell she needed the comfort of conversation more 
than she actually wanted the answer. 

“No.” A bubbling crack appeared in the middle of the corridor, 
and I stepped carefully to avoid it. “I got it while we were still in 
the Camp.” 

“Who gave it to you?” 

“Some man.” I ducked to avoid a low point in the ceiling. “I 
was out riding and he stepped out of the trees. Spooked Nightking 
who threw me. Then the man gave me the ring. Never told me his 
name.” 

“Where have you been hiding it?” 

“T haven’t been. I’ve worn it since he gave it to me.” 

“Then why didn’t I ever notice it before?” 

“IT don’t know.” I shrugged. “I can’t take it off. It’s stuck.” 
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“And it lets you control the lightning?” 

“Yes.” I looked around and sighed with relief. “This is the last 
tunnel. They’re not here.” I pointed toward an overflow pipe. 
“Come on. This way leads out.” 

“IT don’t even want to think of how you know all this,” she 
muttered, but followed as I crawled into the pipe. 

We were filthy when we emerged into a large open field just 
north of Fallor, and immediately headed back into town to the 
bathhouse. After we had been bathed and our clothes cleaned of 
most of the muck, we strolled quietly back to the apartment, lost 
in our own thoughts. 

Brannyn was inside when we arrived, sitting at the table and 
talking quietly with Lanya as she prepared dinner. He looked up 
as we joined him, frowning when he spotted Reyce. 

“He followed us,” Kryssa said in answer to his unspoken 
question, pulling out the chair across from him. “How did it go 
with Chanach?” 

“Curfew’s in place for dusk. He tried pulling in everyone off 
the farms, but Amandine refused. She’s turning the Manor into a 
fortress instead.” 

“Of course she is.” 

“Chanach’s also doubling the guard rotation at night, but we’re 
still stretched too thin. There'll only be four of us on watch for the 
next few nights.” 

“But the dark of the moon is in two days!” Lanya protested, 
clutching the wooden spoon to her chest. “How can he make you 
stand watch while Felice is still out there?” 

“Tm a guard.” He shrugged. “It’s my job to protect people.” 

“But you could be killed!” 

“And hiding in here will change that?” 

“Enough.” Kryssa raised her hands before Lanya could argue. 
“Brannyn is doing what he can to help. And he’s going to be 
careful.” She levelled him with a look. “Right?” 

He grinned. “Yes, Mother.” 

She glared at him. 

He rolled his eyes. “Of course I’m going to be careful, Kryssa. 
I wasn’t planning on facing off against an army of Vampyres until 
at least next week.” 
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“Tanner’s a bad influence on you,” she muttered darkly. 

He leaned back in his chair. “How’s the Vampyre hunting 
going? Any luck finding the nest?” 

I shrugged. “Well, we're still alive, so... no. 

“Kylee and I searched the sewers beneath Fallor today,” Kryssa 
added, and made a face. “It wasn’t pleasant.” 

Brannyn chuckled. “I can imagine.” 


” 


“Tomorrow we're going to search Felice’s old farm,” I 
informed her brightly. “Have you ever been to the bottom of a 
well before? They’re full of interesting creatures.” 

“T can’t wait.” She sighed. 

“Cheer up, Kryssa.” I gave her a wide, false smile. “It'll be fun.” 

“T get it, Kylee.” 

“But-” 

“Stop, please.” 

“Yes, Mother.” 

She huffed, exasperated. “I give up.” 

Lanya still looked worried. “How long until the legions get 
here?” 

“T don’t know,” Brannyn answered honestly. “Chanach sent 
out the request this morning. It'll probably take three or four days 
for the messenger to reach Val Estus, and then they have to process 
it. How long that'll take is anyone’s guess. After that, it’s about a 
week’s hard march from the capital, if everything goes well.” 

“About two weeks then,” Kryssa mused. 

“At least. Chanach’s estimating closer to a month. He’s trying 
to convince Fallor’s council to increase the budget for soldiers’ 
pay, so he can entice more men to enlist.” He shrugged. “It’s not 
going very well.” 

She raised a brow. “He told you all of this?” 

“There wasn’t a whole lot else to talk about on the way to see 
Amandine.” 

The back door slammed, and a few moments later Alyxen 
strolled into the kitchen holding a meat pastry. His hands were 
streaked with paint. “What’s for dinner?” 

“Ts that all you ever think about?” I demanded and scowled at 
him. “How in Gods’ name can you eat all the time?” 

“Where do you even put it?” Kryssa wondered, eyeing his 
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lanky frame. 

Alyxen shrugged. “I’m a growing boy.” 

Kryssa shook her head. “I don’t remember Brannyn eating that 
much.” 

“We didn’t have that much,” Brannyn pointed out. 

“True.” 

Alyxen took a big bite of his pastry. “So, is dinner ready?” 

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.” 

He took another bite. “Yes, Mother.” 

Kryssa groaned as the rest of us laughed. “Why me?” she asked, 
and gently pounded her head against the table. “Dear Gods, why 
me?” 
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BRANNYN 


Loresem Street 
Fallor, Western Valory 
8 Davael 578A.F. 


It was too quiet. Tanner and I gripped our torches nervously as we 
patrolled, our free hands resting on the hilts of our swords. The 
curfew had emptied the streets, and the sounds we were 
accustomed to- doors slamming, dogs barking, voices raised in 
drunken song or heated argument- were missing from the night. 

“What time do you make it?” Tanner whispered. 

I glanced up at the moonless sky. “I don’t know. An hour after 
midnight, maybe.” I kept my voice low, reluctant to break the 
silence. 

“Eerie, isn’t it?” A shadow flickered across a wall, and he 
jumped. “Feel like I’m about to crawl out of my own skin.” 

“Where’s the other patrol?” I peered into the darkness that 
shrouded the streets leading to the market. “They should have 
been here by now.” 

“Maybe they got delayed at the tavern.” 

“Tavern’s closed, remember?” 

“Wishful thinking?” He half-slid his sword from its sheath. 
“Should we look for them? Or go tell Chanach?” 

“T think we should-” 

A high, piercing scream shattered the night, echoing on and 
on between the darkened houses. Tanner and I stared at each 
other, frozen in sudden fear, before yanking our swords free in 
unison and taking off at a run in the direction of the cry. 

The scream snapped off, leaving the silence ringing loudly in 
our ears. We kept going, our eyes straining as we peered down 
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black alleys and into shadowed doorways, searching for the origin 
of the sound. 

We found ourselves on the outskirts of Fallor in an alley and 
lifted our torches high above our heads as we looked around in 
frustration. 

“Damn it.” Tanner scowled and kicked at the garbage littering 
the cobblestones. “There’s nothing here.” 

“Looking for someone?” a familiar female voice murmured 
from behind me. 

I shouted and spun, blue flames bursting from my hand to 
engulf the place where the voice had been. The torch I had carried 
hissed as it fell into a stagnant puddle, its light extinguished. The 
alley was filled with the choking reek of smoke and burning 
garbage, the air sweltering even after the flames had died. 

No one was there. 

“Tsk, tsk.” She sounded amused. “You'll have to do better than 
that.” 

“Felice?” Tanner coughed, waving at the smoke. “Felice, is that 
you? Where are you?” 

“Why? Did you miss me?” 

Tanner and I moved back-to-back as we’d been taught in 
training, holding our swords in the defend position. I could feel 
him trembling behind me as fear turned my blood to ice. 

“Where is she?” he whispered over his shoulder. 

“T don’t know.” 

Felice laughed. “Oh, come now, Tanner. You can tell the 
truth.” Her voice grew sultry, sliding out of the night like silk. 
“Don’t you miss the way I would writhe underneath you when 
you were inside me? The way I whispered your name in the dark 
when you were done?” 

Tanner shuddered. 

“Don’t listen,” I told him. “Remember what she is.” 

“Oh, no, don’t listen to me,” Felice mocked. “Remember what 
Iam. Remember what you made me.” 

“We didn’t make you anything.” I glared at the shadows. “You 
chose this, Felice.” 

“I chose,” she agreed, her voice soft. “I chose you, Tanner. 
Don’t you love me anymore? Tell me you love me. Please.” 
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“T- I love you,” he whispered brokenly. “Felice-” 

Her voice was suddenly in my ear. “Kiss me.” 

I reacted without thinking, spinning and lunging with my 
sword. It passed through empty space, and I jerked back before I 
could overextend. “What’s your game, Felice?” I forced my voice 
not to shake. “Why are you doing this?” 

“Because it amuses me. I get so few amusements these days.” 

“This isn’t right, Felice.” I glared into the darkness. “We 
haven't done anything to you. We had nothing to do with what 
happened to you. Let us go!” 

She said nothing, letting the silence ring around us. 

“Felice?” Tanner’s voice was gentle, and trembling. “Please, 
let’s talk about this. It’s not too late for you.” 

“You're wrong,” she whispered. Glowing white eyes began to 
appear in the dark around us. “It’s far too late for me. And for you.” 

Something slammed into me from behind, and I staggered, my 
hands going out to catch myself on the empty air. My head struck 
something hard, and the world went black. 


REYCE 


I dreamed I stared down at myself sleeping. I watched in 
fascination as my chest rose and fell, my eyelids flickering in sleep. 
When I turned my head, I saw Alyxen sprawled across his cot, his 
mouth open as he snored. Somehow, I could see beyond him, 
through the wall that divided us, to where my sisters slept, nestled 
into their blankets. Exhaustion had chased away their dreams, and 
they were still, like dolls bundled into their beds. 

My dream-body began to rise until I was above the rooftops of 
Fallor. The streets were lit by tiny flickers of lantern lights, 
chasing the shadows into the alleys. I spotted Brannyn weaving 
through them with Tanner at his side, their heads bobbing rapidly 
as they searched for something. I saw Darli, curled up beneath her 
flower cart, and Tamasine slipping down the steps of the Temple 
to gently lay a blanket over her. Garyl Moon, our grandfather, 
held a small, glittering pendant in his hand as he wept, and Elias 
and Eloise were wrapped together in her bed, her shyness gone as 
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she surrendered at last to the wonders of love. 

So many lives, settled into one place, woven together like a 
tapestry. So many hopes and dreams and futures, and I saw them 
all, spread out before me in intricate patterns. If I could only 
follow one thread to its ending, perhaps I would finally 
understand the meaning to our lives. 

But it was too tangled, and the dream was changing, pulling 
me even higher into the sky. I watched as Valory spread below me 
like a colorful map as I neared the stars, knowing somehow that 
the air should be thin and cold, but whatever I was- soul or spirit 
or fragment of a dream- I was unaffected by it. 

I gazed down, awed, as the whole of the world slowly revealed 
itself to me. 

There was Val Estus, our capital city, with its magnificent 
golden spires. There were the volcanoes of the Ryno de Syro in 
Mejares, dragons circling their fiery hearts. The mountains to the 
south looked like wrinkles in the earth, and the lights of cities 
glittered in the night, like the reflection of fireflies upon still 
water. I could see lands and oceans and places I had never heard 
of and had no name for, and the millions of lives that surged 
within them, dreaming and suffering and falling in love, 
struggling to make their lives matter before their time ran out. It 
was heartbreaking, and beautiful, and it stole my breath. 

And then it began to change. 

The oceans darkened with blood, and the mountains collapsed 
into dust. The air was thick with the black choke of smoke as the 
fields and forests burned. Mass graves were filled with bodies, and 
I was falling toward it all, my mouth dry with the taste of horror. 

Fallor lie in rubble, and where the incense shop had once 
stood, only the burned-out skeleton of the building remained. My 
sisters lay where I had left them, curled into balls in their blankets, 
but their bodies had been burned past recognition, and their eyes 
stared at me in fear. Alyxen lay in the street, mutilated and 
macabre, half of his skull exposed in a morbid grin. 

Brannyn stood in the midst of the wreckage at the market 
square, laughing as he was engulfed in flames, his eyes brimming 
with madness. Our friends and family were piled around him, 
their broken bodies so contorted I could barely recognize them. 
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“Brannyn,” I whispered. “What have you done?” 

He stopped laughing as he turned to stare at me, his eyes 
hollow and dark behind the flames. “I did nothing,” he said, his 
voice flat and emotionless as he pointed to me with a bloody hand. 
“You did this.” 


Rose Apartment 


I jerked awake, screams of denial clawing at my throat, and found 
I was in my pallet on the floor. Cold sweat had plastered the sheets 
to my chest, and I struggled out of them, swearing. Alyxen was 
still asleep on the cot, his arm dangling off the edge as he snored. 

I scrubbed at my face with my hands. My mouth was dry, my 
eyes gritty. I could not return to sleep, but it was too early yet for 
me to head to the bakery. I sighed, and rose, pulling on my boots 
and cloak. Kryssa would be upset when she learned I had gone out 
alone, but I needed to escape the apartment and breathe fresh air. 

I slipped out the back door and took a deep breath. The night 
air was warm and pleasant, and I rubbed my face again. The dream 
had left me feeling dirty, and I set my jaw, heading down the alley 
for the bathhouse, the lights of the market square beckoning me 
forward. 

The curfew guaranteed there were no attendants at this hour, 
but the flickering braziers beside the doors were still aflame. I let 
myself inside, my footsteps echoing loudly in the silence. Only a 
few tall, heavy candelabras were lit; the chandeliers above were 
dark, casting the far walls and the balcony above me into shadow. 

I swallowed and forced myself to ignore my sudden unease. 
I'm too old to be afraid of the dark. 

I stripped off my clothes and climbed into the /Aettana, 
scrubbing the fear-sweat from my skin as the steam swirled 
around me. Unable to take the scalding water for long, I moved to 
the Aeccan, and tried to meditate as I soaked in the gentle heat, 
clearing my mind as the Lady had taught me. It was no use, and I 
climbed out at last, sighing when I realized I had forgotten a towel. 

I grimaced at the uncomfortable feel of my clothes clinging to 
damp skin, but my curses sounded too loud in the sobering quiet, 
and | bit my tongue, determined to leave the bathhouse as quickly 
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I was almost to the door when something crashed behind me, 
deafening and ominous. I spun, my heart racing, and stared at the 
Aettana’s fallen candelabra. The candles sputtered and drowned as 
the hot wax pooled across the tiles. 

No one else was in the bathhouse. 

It just fell. | swallowed, ignoring the hairs rising on my arms, 
the knot of dread in my stomach and the knowledge that I was 
lying to myself. I began to walk backward, slowly, my eyes darting 
across the shadows, searching for movement. /t’s heavy, and the 
floor is wet. So it simply fell, while I was the only one here. 

The warm summer air outside the bathhouse was a relief, 
warming my skin as I backed through the doors. I smiled when 
the comforting light of the braziers surrounded me and closed my 
eyes briefly before turning back to the market to walk home, 
longing for the safety of our apartment. 

The market square was filled with darkness. 

I flinched and shrank back, trapped in the weak pool of light 
by the bathhouse doors. The lanterns of the market had all been 
extinguished, and I thought I could see shapes moving within the 
shadows. My heart began to thunder as terror wrapped its hands 
around my throat and refused to let go. 

Stars wheeled overhead, dim and distant and much too far 
away to help light my way home. It would be hours yet till dawn, 
and I would be frozen here until then, stuck in this puddle of light, 
afraid of shadows. 

I shook my head. J am not afraid of the dark, | reminded 
myself, though I no longer believed it. I took a deep breath, 
straightened, and- 

“Reyce.” 

My breath caught. I strained my ears, struggling to hear my 
name whispered in the dark again. There was no sound, not even 
the wind; the entire world was as silent as a grave, buried by the 
night. 

It has to be the Lady. 

I hesitated for only a moment and left the safety of the light. 

It was dark, a darkness I would not have thought possible in a 
place with so many people, so much life. I walked forward with 
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hands outstretched, feeling my way along carefully, every muscle 
in my body tight with anxiety. Somewhere in this darkness was 
my Lady, I was sure of it. Maybe she was hurt. Maybe she was 
testing me. 

Either way, she needed me, and the shadows would not stop 
me from finding her. 

One foot, before the other. I stumbled, and caught myself with 
my hands, leaving them raw and stinging. My heart was truly 
pounding now, fear clawing icy fingers into my skin as my mouth 
filled with the cold metal taste of it. My breath hitched in my 
lungs, and I lengthened my steps, uncaring if I fell again. 

A noise came out of the dark behind me, something that was 
definitely not my Lady, something I knew without looking wasn’t 
even human. 

“Reyce.” 

It was Felice’s voice. I threw caution to the winds and ran. 

I tried to reach out to the others, but they were asleep, and 
when I called to Brannyn there was only darkness where his mind 
should have been. Terror wrapped itself around my throat and 
wiped my thoughts clean, so I could not focus to call upon my will. 
I did not even realize where I was running to until I saw the gleam 
of the Eternal Flame rising out of the darkness at the far end of the 
alley, a brilliant light in my shadowed world. 

I ran toward it with all the strength I could force into my legs. 

Something snatched at my ankle, and I fell, hard, onto the 
cobblestones. My mouth filled with the taste of blood; I had bitten 
my tongue. I wheezed, struggling to draw breath, and rolled over, 
screams rising in my throat as I gazed above me. 

Three sets of glowing white eyes circled me in the darkness. 
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KYLEE 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
8 Davael 578 A.F. 


A woman woke me. 

At first, I thought it was Kryssa, but her presence was strange 
and foreign, and as | sat up, I could see my sisters were still on the 
floor, asleep. Still, I was utterly calm as I looked up at the stranger, 
waiting expectantly as she leaned over me. 

“He’s in danger,” she whispered, and with just those words, I 
knew. Reyce. I scrambled to my feet, yanking on my boots. The 
woman had already left the apartment when I looked up. I stuck 
my head into the hall to see the door to the alley gaping open as 
she disappeared into the blackness beyond. 

Kryssa rolled over, groaning, and blinked at me groggily. 
“Kylee? What is it, dear heart?” 

Fear was choking me, but I managed to speak around it. 
“Reyce.” 

She came awake instantly. I rushed down the hall and out the 
door, her shouts following me. I nearly pitched headfirst down the 
stairs, and gasped, blinking at the complete lack of light. The 
torches in the market were extinguished, and my stomach sank. I 
lifted my gaze up at the moonless sky. 

“Reyce,” I whispered. 

My legs began to move on their own, carrying me down the 
stairs and across the blind streets as I began to search for my 
brother, trapped somewhere out here in the drowning darkness. I 
could not sense him, could not find him in my mind, and my heart 
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screamed against what I knew, what I was afraid to even admit to 
myself. 
The moret eth/a had him. 


REYCE 


Back Alley 


The glowing white eyes were all around me, close enough that I 
could smell the decay of their flesh. I tried to swallow, tried to 
scream, but I had forgotten how to breathe, and could not make a 
sound. I was helpless, frozen. 

Something skittered across my chest. It felt like the legs of a 
heavy spider, and I realized it was a hand. 

Felice laughed, cold and vicious, leaning forward until I could 
make out her face. She gripped my shirt and tore it open with a 
flick of her wrist, exposing my throat and chest. Her eyes came 
close, inches from my own- terrible, empty, monstrous. “Did you 
miss me, little cousin?” 

I stared into her eyes, frozen with fear, and knew I was going 
to die. 


KYLEE 


Back Alley 


I found them, though I do not know what pulled me toward the 
Temple. I could see the moret ethJa, two sets of white eyes glowing 
in the darkness as they circled my brother like vultures, and the 
third perched on his chest. 

There was no time to think, and so I didn’t. I raised my hand 
and summoned the lightning. 

The first blast missed and struck a pile of rotting lumber. It 
caught fire, illuminating the creatures, and revealing the one atop 
Reyce to be Felice. 

She laughed. “Yet another of the little lost Roses? Must be my 
lucky day.” 

“Stop this, Felice.” I summoned lightning, held it in a ball in 


387 


RKS HOBBS 


my hand. “We haven't done anything to you.” 

“Funny, Brannyn said almost the exact same thing.” A chilling 
smile twisted her features. “I didn’t listen to him, either.” 

My stomach clenched at my older brother’s name, and I 
reached out to him, but found only darkness. I didn’t have time to 
consider it, though, because one of the Vampyres leapt for me, 
clawed fingers outstretched for my throat. 

I lobbed the lightning ball, and it caught the creature in the 
chest, sending it howling back into the wall of the alley. The 
second one hissed and ran toward me, its ghostly eyes locked on 
mine, paralyzing me with fear. 

I forced my eyes shut and fired the lightning again. 

I opened my eyes when I heard it fall, found it lying almost at 
my feet, a smoking crater in the center of its face. I gagged as the 
putrid smell reached me, and stumbled back, just as Felice voiced 
a hideous, inhuman shriek and lunged forward, sinking her teeth 
into my brother’s neck. 

Reyce’s scream echoed across the whole of Fallor, high and 
loud and completely terrified, and his agony slammed into my 
shield. 

I flinched, staggering, and barely managed to raise my hand in 
time as the first Vampyre rushed me again. It dodged the bolt I 
shot at it, hissing as it forced me down the alley, away from my 
brother. I bit my lip, firing repeatedly, desperation pushing me 
past the point I knew to stop at, a raging headache building behind 
my eyes. 

Reyce stopped screaming, his thoughts going cold and dim, 
and it frightened me far more than even the moreteth/a could. I 
had to reach him, to save him- but the creature was between us, 
and I could not focus past avoiding its jagged nails. 

I tripped, falling onto my back. The Vampyre screeched in 
triumph, and leapt onto my chest, its head rearing back as its 
mouth gaped open in a gruesome smile, ready to bite through my 
fragile throat. 

I glared, raising my hand beneath its chin. “Go to hell,” I 
muttered, and released a bolt of pure white lightning straight 
through its skull. 

It collapsed on top of me, heavy and dead, and I shoved it off. 
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My stomach cramped violently as I tried to rise to my feet, my legs 
shaking and weak. A sharp pain was piercing through my head, 
blinding me in one eye. I had used too much; I could barely see. 

Still, I raised my hand, wavering, struggling to focus. / have to 
save him- 

But Felice was gone, leaving Reyce alone beside the burning 
lumber. I gasped, dropping to my knees to crawl to his side. Blood 
smeared his neck and shoulder, his eyes clouded and vacant as he 
stared up at the sky, his breath rattling through his chest. 

Kryssa stepped into the alley. I knew later it must have been 
the migraine, or maybe my hysteria, but it seemed that my sister 
glowed as if she had moonlight trapped beneath her skin. She 
raised her sword, looking around for the moretethla before 
dropping to her knees beside us. 

“You're late,” I managed, and fainted. 
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ALYXEN 


Rose Apartment 
Fallor, Western Valory 
8 Davael 578A.F. 


Alyxen! Kryssa’s voice reached out of the darkness, panicked and 
terrified. Alyxen, help! 

Where are you?I peered into the alley behind our apartment, 
trying to see in the pitch-darkness where I had waited since she 
had woken me. / cant see anything. 

Near the Temple, there’s a fire. Some lumber in an alley. Reyce 
was bitten, and Kylee’s fainted. I need your help. I can’t carry 
them both. 

I’m coming. I took off at a run, my hands in front of me to 
keep from running into a wall as I headed toward the Temple. 
What happened? 

Felice attacked Reyce. It looks like Kylee killed two of them, 
but I dont know where Felice is. She could attack again any 
moment. 

You re standing guard? 

Yes. She sent me an image of her holding a sword and Reyce’s 
dagger, standing over the prone bodies of our siblings. Please 
hurry. 

Where's Brannyn? 

I don't know. I can‘ find him. I keep calling, but- 

I spotted the flames, burning down the back of an alley. J see 
you. Almost there. 

Her face was streaked with tears when I approached, fear 
etched into the lines of her face. She held out her hands toward 
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me, and they glittered in the light of the fire as if she held rubies. 
I swallowed. Godsdammit, where are you, Brannyn? 


BRANNYN 


Blind Alley 


I groaned, and sat up slowly, my head ringing. Our torches had 
gone out, and the stars spun dizzily above me, too far away to 
provide any light. I closed my eyes, reaching hesitantly for the 
lump at the top of my skull. My fingers touched matted, sticky 
hair, and I winced at the pain. ZJanner would Jaugh at this, he 
always said- 

Tanner. My eyes shot open. I ignored my aching head as I 
levered myself onto my hands and knees, searching for him. The 
alley was too dark for me to see, so I created a small flame in my 
palm, though it looked weak and sickly even to my light-starved 
eyes. 

I found him a few feet away, unmoving, and I scrambled to his 
side, lifting my flame over him to look for wounds. His shirt had 
been shredded, but his chainmail was still intact, and I breathed a 
sigh of relief to find him unbitten. 

“Tanner.” I shook him roughly, trying to disguise how badly 
my hands were shaking. “Tanner, wake up.” 

He groaned, coughing. His eyes opened slowly, unfocused and 
confused as he stared at the flame in my hand. “I think you’re on 
fire, Farmboy.” 

I helped him sit up. “It’s alright, Tanner.” 

“Felice attacked us,” he mumbled, rubbing his face before 
looking around. “Where'd she go?” 

My stomach clenched, and I massaged my temples with one 
hand, trying to ease the pain. “I don’t know.” 

He stared at me, bewildered. “Brannyn, why aren’t we dead?” 

“IT don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “I-” 

BRANNYN/’ Kryssa’s voice slammed into my head, and I cried 
out, collapsing and clutching my skull. My pitiful flame went out, 
leaving us in the dark. THANK THE GODS YOURE ALRIGHT! 

Please stop screaming, 1 begged, whimpering against my 
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knees. 

Felice attacked Reyce. 

What?! 

Reyce was bitten. We're taking him to Grandfather's. I- I 
think he’s dying. Her voice retreated, only the urgency and the 
fear remaining. 

“Reyce,” I whispered, and forced myself to stand. The world 
spun, sickening, and I sagged against a wall. “I- I have to get to 
Reyce.” 

“Why? What’s happening?” Tanner scrambled to his feet and 
reached down, swinging my arm around his shoulder. “What’s 
happened to Reyce?” 

“Attacked.” I swallowed and took a step. My knees buckled 
beneath me; if Tanner hadn’t been holding me up, I would have 
fallen face-first. “I- I have to-” 

“Where is he?” 

“Tarrow Street,” I mumbled, wincing at a spike of pain in my 
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head as we started forward. “My grandfather’s. 


LANYA 


Garyl Moon’s House 


I pounded on the door until I thought my hand would bleed. 
Grandfather answered at last, scowling and sleep-tousled, barely 
awake. “What?” he demanded, then saw me, and his eyes widened. 
“Lanya? What is it, girl?” 

“It’s Reyce.” My heart was in my throat as I stammered in fear. 
“He’s- he’s-” 

“Come in,” he instructed, and turned back into the house, 
searching for matches to light the lanterns. I followed, trembling 
and helpless. I could feel the others, out in the night, slowly 
drawing closer, their panic cloaking them, and me. 

He managed to finish lighting the lanterns and began stoking 
the fire in the kitchen. His eyes were calm and penetrating as he 
looked up at me. “Tell me what’s happened.” 

I took a deep breath and told him. I told him of Kylee’s attack 
our first day in Fallor, the attacks Brannyn had witnessed, the 
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horrors of Felice, who had become a Vampyre out of vengeance. I 
told him things I probably shouldn’t have, my distress loosening 
my tongue of its secrets, until I wasn’t even sure what I was saying 
after a while and was only using my voice to fill up the silence. 

Grandfather listened to it all gravely and nodded when my 
words finally ran dry. He left the room briefly and returned with 
a large chest, the ancient wood scarred from heavy use. He opened 
the lid, revealing his healer’s tool kit, filled with trays of sharp 
surgical knives and bottles of cleansing alcohol and small, colorful 
vials of liquid and powdered curatives. He moved a bow! of fruit 
from a small side table and began setting up his equipment there, 
instructing me to boil water. 

I leapt to the task, grateful to have anything to do, and poured 
buckets of water from his hand pump into the kettle. 

I felt it when the others arrived and ran to open the door 
before they could knock, the lights from inside pouring out around 
me to illuminate the street. Kryssa half-carried, half-dragged a 
white-faced Kylee, who held a hand over her eyes against the 
light, and Alyxen staggered behind them, his arms and legs 
straining beneath Reyce’s weight. 

I stared at the vivid blood soaking through Reyce’s collar, my 
chest constricting painfully until I remembered to breathe. I 
stepped back out of the doorway and led them into the kitchen. 

Grandfather barely glanced up from cleaning his hands, 
scrubbing them with a rag dipped in the boiling water. “Put him 
on the table. Lanya, get his shirt off.” 

I watched out of the corner of my eye as Kryssa gently eased 
Kylee onto the floor. Grandfather bent over her, examining her 
briefly before he turned to his tray of vials, picking one filled with 
bluish-green liquid. He handed it to Kryssa with a murmured 
instruction to make Kylee drink it. She nodded, and knelt by our 
sister, gently tipping back her head to pour the vial’s contents 
down her throat. 

Alyxen and I finally managed to get the remains of my 
brother’s shirt off, and I gently washed the blood from his bite. 
The wound was deep, though it seemed to have missed the 
important arteries in his throat, or I guessed he would already be 
dead. As it was, the skin around it was beginning to turn black, 
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like a bruise slowly spreading across his collarbone and down his 
chest. 

Grandfather sniffed the wound and hissed through his teeth. 
“Poison.” His eyes were furious. “I hate poison.” Then he looked 
up at me. “We have to drain it.” 

The front door opened, and Brannyn staggered inside, held up 
by Tanner. His shirt had been ripped to shreds over his chain mail, 
and a large, dark bruised decorated his forehead. His eyes were 
glassy and unfocused as he looked at me. “Reyce?” 

“Still alive,” Grandfather told him, handing me a bottle of 
alcohol. He pointed for Alyxen to hold Reyce down and turned to 
examine Brannyn. 

Even in sleep, Reyce screamed when the alcohol hit his 
wound. I bit my lip until I tasted blood, trying to drain some of 
the pain, but my gift couldn’t seem to touch his agony. The poison 
continued to spread, very slowly, toward his heart. 

“You have a concussion,” Grandfather said, and I looked up as 
he pointed Tanner toward the back of the house. “Have him lie 
down before he falls down. He'll be alright in a day or two, but he 
shouldn’t sleep for several hours.” 

Tanner nodded and carried him into the bedroom. 

Grandfather turned back to Reyce and frowned. “We need 
Atargatis, but I don’t know where we can get any in time.” He 
handed me a vial of violet liquid, his eyes somber. “We’re going to 
have to do this the hard way.” 

I poured the liquid into my brother’s mouth as Alyxen held 
his head, massaging his throat until he swallowed. We waited, 
breathless. 

Reyce choked, sputtering, but the potion had no effect. 

Grandfather sighed. “I hate the hard way,” he muttered, and 
turned to rummage through his remaining potions. 


KYLEE 


Garyl Moon’s House 


Grandfather isn't going to be able to save him, is he? 1 looked at 
Kryssa, too afraid to say the words aloud. He’s going to die. 
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No. Kryssa’s jaw set stubbornly. He’s not. J wont allow it. 

I started laughing, though it felt hysterical and shrill. Lanya 
glared at me in disapproval. You can’t stop death, Kryssa. 

You want me to give up? She glared. J wont. I’ve worked too 
hard to keep our family together, sacrificed too much already for 
Gods who don't give a damn. I won't sacritice Reyce, too. 

I shook my head. A moret’ethla’s bite is almost always fatal, 
Kryssa. Vanderys says- I stopped, my eyes widening. “That’s it,” I 
said aloud, and stared at her. “I know what to do.” 

“What? What are you talking about?” 

I scrambled to my feet. “Come on, Kryssa. We have to get 
Vanderys.” 

She frowned, then looked at Reyce, her eyes torn with 
indecision. At last, she stood, and followed me back into the night, 
running beside me as we hurried to the stable behind our 
apartment. 

Nightking whinnied in fear as we approached, and I drew toa 
stop, holding up my hands. “Whoa, it’s alright. It’s just me.” 

“Skylily?” He snorted, glaring at me balefully. “Why do you 
smell of death?” 

I thought of the Vampyre that had fallen on me and shook my 
head. “It’s a long story. I need to get to Vanderys.” 

“It’s dark, Skylily. I will not be able to see the road.” 

The thought of my lightning made my head ache again, but I 
ignored it. “Tl handle it.” 

‘T will handle it,” Kryssa corrected, and slipped out into the 
market as I began to saddle Nightking. 

She returned a moment later with one of the hanging street 
lanterns, running inside the apartment to fetch matches to light it. 
She walked back into the stable and picked up the pitchfork I used 
for mucking, hanging the lantern from it and tying it into place 
with a bit of twine. “What do you think?” 

“He still won't be able to go very fast,” I said dubiously. 

“How fast do you think he’ll go when you faint again from 
using the lightning?” 

“Point taken.” I shrugged and finished saddling him. “Let’s go.” 

We mounted, and I braced the makeshift lantern in the stirrup 
by my foot, holding it with one hand while Kryssa clutched my 
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waist from behind. It wasn’t a comfortable arrangement, but 
Nightking ignored it as we headed out of town. 

It grew darker when we reached the outskirts of Fallor, the 
night pressing in around our weak light. I kept the stallion at a 
cautious trot; despite the urgency, I could not risk breaking one of 
his legs. The stars spun in the sky, cold and bright and uncaring as 
we passed beneath them. 

At last, we neared the copse. I handed Kryssa the pitchfork 
and dismounted carefully, leading her and Nightking through the 
trees to the hidden campsite. 

Vanderys was sitting beside the fire, staring up at the sky with 
a thoughtful expression on his face. “The stars are very strange 
tonight, lyssen,” he said without looking at me. “Tell me, do you 
know what they mean?” 

“Reyce has been attacked,” I told him bluntly. “By the 
moret ethla. He’s been bitten.” 

That got his attention. He came to his feet in one swift 
movement, his gaze intense on my face. “Your brother? The 
youngest?” 

I swallowed, thinking of Reyce’s pale face. “Yes.” 

He turned and began to break down his camp. “Tell me.” 

I did, moving to help saddle his white mare as he packed his 
bags and rolled up his tent. Kryssa watched silently from 
Nightking’s back, her eyes guarded. 

My words finally ran out just as he tied the last of his bags to 
the mare’s saddle; except for the campfire, which he kicked dirt 
into to extinguish, there was no sign that he had ever been in the 
clearing. 

“You have done a great service for me, /yssen, in hunting the 
moret eth/a. It is my failure to find the nest that has endangered 
your family.” His eyes were dark and somber. “I will do what I can 
to save your brother, and I pray to Diona that it will be enough.” 

I swallowed, unable to speak, and nodded. We took the reins 
of our horses, and I followed him from the clearing. 
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KRYSSA 


Fallor, Western Valory 
9 Davael 578A.F. 


Dawn was leaking across the sky when we returned to Fallor, the 
light staining the morning mist a rosy pink. The air was soft and 
warm, flowers bobbing their heads at us as we passed their small, 
neat beds, tucked amid the houses. Birds chattered, waking with 
the day. 

I wanted to scream. The beauty of the world somehow seemed 
a mockery after the tragedy of the night. 

The sound of our horses’ hooves echoed loudly in the quiet as 
we approached the house on Tarrow Street. Vanderys dismounted 
gracefully as Kylee and I half-fell from Nightking’s back, our 
exhaustion making us stiff and sore. We hurried up the steps and 
opened the door. 

Vanderys wasted no time, immediately approaching Reyce to 
inspect the damage. 

Grandfather glanced up at him, relief easing the tension in his 
shoulders. “Cedrani! Thank the Gods and all that’s holy. Do you 
have any Atargatis?” 

“No.” He shook his head, still staring at my brother with his 
strange, violet eyes. “I do not, Domme. But there is much of it in 
the storerooms of my people.” 

“Cedralysone?” Grandfather guessed, then shook his head 
when the other man nodded. “You'll never make it in time. He’s 
only got a few more hours before the poison reaches his heart.” 

“Who are you?” Alyxen asked, confused. “Do you know him, 
Grandfather?” 

“I am Vanderys,” the Cedrani replied calmly, peeling back 
Reyce’s bandages to peer at the full extent of the wound. “I am a 
Valariel of Cedralysone, and your sisters have asked for my help 
to save your brother. Since there is an honor-debt owed for the 
deaths of the moret’eth/a, I am here to fulfill that request.” 

Alyxen blinked and looked at me. What? 

He’s here to save Reyce because Kylee killed two Vampyres, 1 
explained. We'/ tell you the rest Jater. 
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Alright. 


Vanderys straightened and glanced at our grandfather. “Do 
you have any narcet? Or bitterdust, perhaps? Either will work for 
this.” 

He nodded and began searching through the bottom of his 
chest. 

Lanya choked. “But- but those are poisons! They'll kill him! 
How can you-” 

“Hush, Lanya,” Grandfather murmured. “It'll be alright.” He 
pulled a small vial of murky, blackish liquid from the chest, and 
handed it to the Cedrani. “Here. Narcet.” 

Vanderys nodded. “Hold him.” 

The rest of us held our breath as Alyxen tilted Reyce’s head 
back and held his mouth open. The Cedrani carefully tipped two 
drops from the vial into our brother’s mouth, then re-corked it. 

Reyce jerked once, violently, and went still. His chest fell and 
didn’t rise again. 

“You- you killed him,” I whispered, my eyes widening in 
horror. 

“No.” Vanderys calmly tucked the vial into the pocket of his 
cloak. “It is only the appearance of death. Narcet slows the heart, 
so the poison will not spread as quickly. It will give me the time I 
need to reach Cedralysone. Atargatis will cure two poisons as 
easily as one.” 

I gulped, staring at him, feeling lost and afraid. “Ce- 
Cedralysone? Where-?” 

“Kylee knows.” He looked at her. “Do you remember what I 
told you, /yssen? How to find the Madyrim?” 

She nodded, her eyes bruised. “Yes, Vanderys.” 

“Good.” He gestured, and Grandfather lifted Reyce like a child 
against his broad chest before following the Cedrani outside. I 
wandered after them, dazed, and the others trailed behind me into 
the misty morning. The Cedrani swung into the saddle of his white 
horse, and our grandfather handed my brother up to him, 
positioning his limp body across the horse’s neck. 

Vanderys looked down at us, his violet eyes unreadable, and 
bowed slightly. “Daur lysen len Vi.” 

Grandfather returned his bow. “Dys/an ne Dione idramor Vi.” 
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Vanderys wheeled his horse without another word and 
headed down the road at a gallop. I watched as the morning mist 
swirled around his legs, my head light and my heart heavy, and 
wondered if I would ever see Reyce alive again. 
Then they rounded a corner and were gone. 
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GLOSSARY OF “{ERMS 


HISTORIA 


A.F. — After the Faith; the current Age 
ArchAngel — the consort of a God, who are usually gods 
themselves 
Aurelion — the star beneath Cedralysone 
Ca’erdylla — the world 
Ca’erlyssa — heaven, where souls go to await being reborn 
Ca’erolne — the world beneath Ca erdylla 
Ca’ersenta — hell, where souls go when they are damned 
Eire — the fabled Isle of the Gods, where the Eternal Flame is kept 
Elementals — Guardians of the Elements of Ca erdylla 
Elements — the tools used by Destiny to create the world: Fire, 
Water, Earth, Air, Light, and Dark 
Eternal Flame — the fire of Destiny, which reveals Its plan for the 
world 
Faith — the worship of the Younger Gods, which protects them 
from being corrupted by the Darkness 
Great Mage —a mage who is gifted with the power of one Element, 
also known as Elementi 
Immortali— a Aalf-god, child of a mortal and a God 
Erydian — the Immortali daughter of Diona 
Primordium — the beings who existed before the creation of the 
worlds, such as Death, Destiny, and the Darkness 
Destiny — a Primordium; the divine, nebulous creator of 
all things, embodied in the Eternal Flame 
The Darkness — a Primordium; the destroyer of worlds, 
corruptor of the Gods; the amorphous embodiment of 
chaos 
The Elder Gods — the first Gods who were corrupted by the 
Darkness 
Ezio — the first Elder God to become corrupted 
Shree — the Mother, Devourer of Children 
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Phenos — the Elder God responsible for creating Vampyres 
Diona — the Princess, Goddess of the Stars; the only Elder 
God to remain uncorrupted by the Darkness; created the 
mortal races of Men, Elves, and Dwarves 
The First Race — the original, immortal race created by the Elder 
Gods, corrupted by the Darkness; also known as the Golden Ones 
or the Twisted Ones 
The Realm of the Gods — the world where the deities of all the 
worlds reside 
The Younger Gods — the Gods created by Destiny to protect the 
world from the Darkness 
Yrisa — Great Mother Goddess, Goddess of Life 
Sirius — the Peaceful One, God of the Dead 
Rina — the Merciful, Goddess of War, Justice and Balance 
Palata — God of Peace and Tranquility 
Vanae — Goddess of Beauty, Pleasure and Happiness 
Armas — God of Beasts, Guardian of the Wilderness 
Naitre — the Favored and Adored, Child-Goddess of Love 
Voidmaker — a weapon created by Darkmages; also known as 
Savranagaud, Godbreaker, or Voidrender 
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Language of the Ancients 


Aurelion dyslan E — Aurelion bless me 

Cedrani — Elves; also known as the Star's Eldest Children 
D’aur lysen len Vi — the Stars watch over you 

Delvani — Dwarves 

Dione, et fellgora ra e’ve — Diona, have mercy upon us 
Domme -— Healer 

Dyslan ne Dione idramor Vi — blessings of Diona protect you 
Ell- self 

Estaur — eastern star 

Lyssen — child of the sky 

Moret’ethla — the Soulless; known by men as Vampyres 
Morin — my friend, a common term of endearment 
Rava’eth — king of my soul 

Vadrani — Men 
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Valariel — a knight of Cedralysone 


MONTHS OF THE YEAR 


Zyten — the first month of the year, begins after the Longest Night 
Capad — the Jast month of winter 

Alune — the first month of spring 

Driel — the second month of spring; the planting season 
Llares — the last month of spring 

Narens- the first month of summer; second planting 
Emberes — the second month of summer 

Davael — the last month of summer 

Syrthil — the first month of autumn; harvest season 
Vikos — the second month of autumn 

Cuna — the Jast month of autumn 

Veyshin — first month of winter; last month of the year 
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